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PREFACE 
In this thesis, the author proposes to do a comparative study 
of the philosophies of two seventeenth century French moralists: La 
Rochefoucauld and La Bruyere. Since La Rochefoucauld expresses his 
* 
philosophy in his Maximes, and La Bruyere’s basic philosophy may be 
% 
found in his Caractères, the author finds it convenient to use these 
two works as the axis of the study. 
The significance of such a study is quite apparent when one 
considers the importance of the subject treated by moralists. A 
moralist is a writer who treats the manners of man; his heart and 
his mind, his vices and his virtues. But a study of morality does 
not remain theoretical; it has the aim of obtaining some practical 
results. The author of a moral work proposes to derive from his 
study some rules of conduct for mai to follow. 
There are, perhaps, some writers whose lives and character 
may be ignored while enjoying the productions of their mind, but 
moralists are not of this number. It is not only necessary for a 
moralist to employ his reason and knowledge in the production of his 
work; but, more important still, we must feel that his conscience 
has tested the rules that he dictates to us. If we are to conduct 
our lives in accordance with the rules set down by moralists, a 
knowledge of the similarities and differences in moral doctrines, 




The writer has examined thoroughly all available material 
relating to his subject and has discovered no evidence which indicates 
that a study of this nature has been done on La Rochefoucauld and La 
% 
Bruyere. 
The writer envisioned five chapters in this thesis. The first 
chapter entails a study of the political, social, economic, and re¬ 
ligious conditions of the seventeenth century, and the influence of 
these conditions upon French literature in general. The second 
* 
chapter treats the lives and works of La Rochefoucauld and La Bruyere. 
The third chapter is composed of a detailed study of the philosophy 
of La Rochefoucauld as it is reflected in Les Maximes. Treated suc¬ 
cessively in this chapter is what La Rochefoucauld has to say about 
man in his individual nature, in his personal relationships, especially 
love and friendship, and finally, in his relationship with people in 
general. The fourth chapter treats the Caractères of La Bruyere in 
the same manner as the third chapter treats Les Maximes. Also in the 
fourth chapter is a discussion of La Bruyère» s thoughts on the po¬ 
litical, and social conditions of his day. In the fifth chapter, a 
comparison is made of the ideas of the two authors. 
The author hopes that the evidence presented in this thesis 
will support the conclusion that there exists certain differences 
and similarities of the moral doctrines of the two authors, and that 
these similarities and differences may be explained by the similarity 
of conditions, of character, and by the influence that La Rochefou¬ 
cauld exerted on La Bruyere. 
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A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF LES MAXIMES OF LA ROCHEFOUCAULD 
AND LES CARACTERES OF LA BRUYERE 
CHAPTER I 
THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF FRENCH LITERATURE 
DURING THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
Without exaggerating the influence of the sociological factors 
♦ 
upon the arts and letters, one cannot but recognize the strong link 
which unites, in the seventeenth century, the political events to the 
creation of the literary and artistic masterpieces. There was an 
evident rapport between the movement which led to the triumph of 
classicism and the one which assured the establishment of the abso¬ 
lute monarchy. 
In order to understand the social, economic, political and 
religious conditions at the beginning of the century, let us look 
first at the end of the preceding century, and the reign of Henry IV. 
After Henry III was assassinated in 1589, Henry, King of Navarre and 
chief of the Huguenot Party, succeeded him to the throne under the 
name of Henry IV. When Henry IV mounted the throne, his realm was in 
chaos. Paris was in the hands of the "Ligueurs", who refused to ac¬ 
cept a protestant king. After much hesitation, Henry IV renounced the 
1 
2 
protestant faith in 1593. Although Henry IV entered Paris on a wave 
of enthusiasm, many of the powerful seigneurs still refused to honor 
him as king. In order to win their loyalty, Henry IV rewarded them 
with political posts and pensions. 
In 1598, Henry IV issued the Edict of Nantes, which established 
religious tolerance in France. The Edict accorded to the Protestants 
freedom of conscience and cult, with only a few limitations. They were 
permitted to worship in certain places, were guaranteed the rights to 
pursue any profession, and were guaranteed equality before the law. 
They were also awarded two hundred "villes de suret/,11 in which they 
could maintain an army. Henry IV was faced with the task of rebuilding 
the ruins of the religious wars. Painstakingly, he and his minister 
Sully built up a treasury in order to replace all that had been de¬ 
stroyed. In order to alleviate the misery of the peasants, he set into 
operation several agricultural programs, the most notable of which was 
the silk industry in Lyon. He established a stable government and 
France began to experience economic prosperity. When Henry IV was 
assassinated by a religious fanatic in l6l0, the way had been pre¬ 
pared politically and economically for Richelieu and Mazarin. 
At the death of Henry IV, Marie de Medicis became regent for 
her son Louis XIII. Marie de Medicis, a weak and ignorant person, 
was exploited by nobles. Not only did she have to cope with the no¬ 
bility, the Regency was threatened by the possibility of new religious 
wars. The Protestants had become discontent as a result of the 
Counter-Reformation and had initiated an armed rebellion in Southern 
3 
France. Thus, the realm was once again threatened with turmoil. 
In l6l8, Louis XIII took over the reigns of the government, 
and having no desire to rule personally, he chose as his minister a 
close friend, Luynes. When Luynes proved to be inept and incapable of 
filling the post, the king chose Cardinal Richelieu to replace him. 
Although ruthless, Richelieu was a very efficient administrator. He 
vowed to the King that he would accomplish three major objectives as 
Prime Minister: reduce the power of the nobility, destroy the politi¬ 
cal power of the Huguenot Party, and elevate the prestige of the King 
of France by weakening the House of Austria. In accomplishing this 
last objective, Richelieu assured the preponderance of France in Europe; 
in destroying the political power of the Huguenots, and bringing the 
nobles under the domination of the King, he prepared the reign of 
Louis XIV. 
Richelieu and Louis XIII died in 16U2 and 16U3, respectively, 
leaving as heir to the throne Louis XIV, an enfant who was only five 
years old. Anne of Austria took over the government as regent, re¬ 
taining as her minister the Italian Cardinal, Mazarin. When news of 
the death of Louis XIII and Richelieu reached the nobles, they flocked 
to the court with the hope of regaining their former privileges and 
power. However, Anne of Austria granted to Mazarin all the political 
power that Richelieu had possessed, and he was just as determined to 
destroy the political power of the nobility as his predecessor. But 
while Richelieu had used force to restrict the political activities of 
the nobles, Bishop informs us that 
U 
Mazarin pursued his aim by dividing his enemies to conquer 
them separately. The,three parties, those of Gaston d'Orleans, 
of the Prince de Conde, and of the Importants, were equal in 
greed and jealousy. Mazarin fomented their jealousies, tempted 
but never contented their greed. He strove to keep them forever 
at odds with each other, to prevent them from combining against 
him and the Queen.^ 
But despite Mazarin's efforts to keep the nobles divided in purpose, 
they united in a movement to regain their former privileges. 
Dissatisfied with the manner in which Mazarin was conducting the 
affairs of government, the parliament and the nobility revolted in two 
consecutive movements, known as the Fronde (l6li8-l65>3 ) • The first 
revolt, referred to as the Fronde Parlementaire, occurred when Anne of 
Austria ordered the arrest of a very influential member of parliament, 
after the body had refused to sign an important financial ordonnance. 
The movement had hardly been repressed when the second revolt was 
initiated, this time by the nobility. This movement, which also ended 
in failure, was the last attempt in the seventeenth century by the 
nobility to regain its power from the crown. Later, certain nobles, 
including La Rouchefoucauld, wrote some bitter reflections on their 
part in the revolt. 
Concurrent with the development of the absolute monarchy during 
the first half of the seventeenth century, there also developed a new 
society, la société mondaine. The new society contributed greatly to 
the renaissance of the social life. The brilliant social life which 
had characterized the courts of Francois I and Henry H had been 
^■Morris Bishop, The Life and Adventures of La Rochefoucauld 
(Ithica, New York: Cornell University Press, 1951), p. 92. 
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destroyed by the impact of religious wars, and Henry IV had filled the 
court with his crude war companions. The nobles, home from the wars, 
were searching for something to occupy their leisure time. They found 
it in the salons. ' 
Madame de Rambouillet played a dominant role in the renaissance 
of social life. She had come to Paris, and to the court of Henry IV 
in l6l0 and, disgusted with manners at the court, she set up a salon 
in Paris where she received a small number of nobles and writers in her 
"Chambre bleue." As a result of being exposed to the outstanding writers 
of the day, many nobles began to cultivate an interest in literature. 
In the salon of Madame de Rambouillet, literature and manners were dis¬ 
cussed in a refined and highly polished language, which was widely 
imitated in other salons, and soon degenerated into the ridiculous. 
This excess of refinement was referred to as preciosity. 
It was in such a society that the concept of the honnête homme 
crystallized. Bons sens and raison are the terms which best describe 
A 
the honnete homme. Petit de Juleville gives the following definition 
A 
of the honnete homme: 
C'est l'homme qui n'est point avare ni ambitieux, qui 
ne s'empresse pas pour gouverner et pour tenir la première 
place auprès des rois; mais, dont l'unique visée est de 
mériter l'estime et l'amour du monde. Pour cela, il doit 
exceller sur tout ce qui regarde les agréments et les 
bienséances de la vie. A quoi ce n' est pas seulement la 
nature qui la suivra, mais l'art, mais la science; une science 
qui «assigne les moyens de se communiquer d'une manière 
honnête et raisonable. Il connait bien les hommes . 
^Petit de Juleville, L'Histoire de la langue et de la lit 
térature française? Vol.ij: Lei Dix-septieme Siecle (Paris: 
Librairie Hachette, 1925), p. 200. 
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In brief, 1»honnête homme was an homme du monde. It was this ideal 
of the honnête homme, along with the précieuse language of the salons, 
which entered the literature of the period. 
The salons not only aided in the development of the société 
mondaine, which had a great interest in literature? but, at the same 
time, they influenced the writers to create a literature designed 
especially for the elite. The salons became the principal meeting 
place for the writers of the period, and many of the proposed innova¬ 
tions in literature which were discussed and approved in la société 
mondaine were reflected in the literature. The extent to which the 
salons influenced the literature of the period is explained by 
Braunschvig: 
Si nos écrivains classiques ne font aucune place au lyrisme, 
c'est que les convenances mondaines interdisent 1*étalage de la 
personalité; s'ils négligent de décrire le monde extérieur, 
c'est que la vie de la société faisait alors dédaigner 
l'observation de la nature. En revanche s'adressant à des 
lecteurs polis et délicats, mais d'une culture très superficielle, 
ils ont été toujours tenis d'exprimer des idées claires dans 
un langage pur? ils voulait plaire au public, dont l'attention 
était tournée vers l'étude de l'âme, et qui s'intéressait de 
préférance aux peintures de l'amour, ils ont conduit à donner 
dans leurs oeuvres la place prédominante à l'analyse du coeur 
humaine et de ses passions.^ 
The salons were not only responsible for the interest of existing 
writers in précieuse literature, they also produced several writers 
of their own. It was in the environment of the salons that such 
writers as La Rochefoucauld and Mme de La Fayette began their 
■^Marcel Braunschvig, Notre Littérature étudiée dans les textes 
(2 vols.? Paris: Librairie Armand Colin, l890), II, Ulü-iil9. 
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literary careers. 
Critics agree that the salons contributed much to the advance¬ 
ment of several literary genres. The popularity of portraits and 
maximes, during the second half of the seventeenth century, was 
undoubtedly the result of an inclination for psychological and moral 
observations which was initiated in the salons. The writing of 
portraits was especially popular in the salons between 1650 and 1660. 
One of the amusements of the précieuses, and their admirers, was to 
exchange portraits of themselves and their friends. One of the most 
famous self-portraits of the period is found in La Rochefoucauld's 
Portrait de lui-meme, which was written in the salon of Mlle de 
Scudéry. The writing of maximes was as popular among the précieuses 
as the art of composing portraits. The practice was begun in the 
salon of Mme de Sablé and later became a favorite past-time in other 
salons. Among the collections of maximes published were those of 
Mme de Sablé, Jacques Esprit, and La Rochefoucauld. In the light of 
the foregoing considerations, one may conclude, therefore, that the 
social conditions of seventeenth century France influenced con¬ 
siderably the literature of the period. Religious conditions contri¬ 
buted also to the development of French literature during the seven¬ 
teenth century. 
Although the first years of the seventeenth century were 
characterized by "le libertinage", an irreligious movement, the 
century considered in its entirety was profoundly Christian. The 
many conversions throughout the century reflected the interest in 
8 
religion. With so much emphasis on, and interest in, religion; it 
was only natural that there were many religious controversies through¬ 
out the century. The first great religious issue of the century was 
the quarrel between the Jesuits and the Jansenists as regards the 
question of divine grace. The Jansenists believed that human nature 
had been corrupted by original sin and could be saved from eternal 
damnation only through the grace of God, while the Jesuits contended 
that the salvation of man depended upon his will. 
The Jansenist doctrine became very popular in the aristocratic 
society. Conversions were frequent among the grandes dames and grands 
seigneurs. Many who were not converted protected the solitaires. In 
the salons, the conversations took on a grave tone. This serious 
spirit was reflected in the domain of letters. From 1659 to 1665, 
the literature is nearly all pessimistic. Bossuet preached La Car âne 
at the Louvre in 1662. Boileau began his satires in l660. Molière 
wrote his Le Misanthrope, Les Précieuses ridicules and Don Juan during 
this period. But after Louis XIV, under the influence of Mme de 
Maintenon, began to defend the Jesuit doctrine, the Jansenists were 
severely persecuted. Finally, in 1710, Port-Royal was destroyed by 
order of the king. 
The Protestants were more severely treated than the Jansenists, 
and in 1685, Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes, causing thousands 
of Protestants to migrate to countries where they could openly 
practice their religion. The migrating Protestants were mostly 
artisans, merchants, and bankers. The loss of so many of its most 
productive citizens did irreparable harm to the economy of France. 
9 
Less grave in its effects was the controversy over Quietism, 
a mystic doctrine imported into France by Mme Guyon. The most notable 
effects of the affair was the bitter quarrel which developed between 
the two clergymen, Bossuet and Fénelon. Fénelon, who was converted 
to the doctrine, succeeded in gaining the support of several in¬ 
fluential persons, including that of Mme de Maintenon. Bossuet 
attacked Quietism in many of his sermons and published works. His 
views were supported by other writers of the time. La Bruyère defended 
Bossuet's views on the doctrine in his Dialogues sur le Quiétisme. 
Bossuet and Fénelon, and those who supported their respective views on 
Quietism, engaged in controversy until the doctrine was condemned by 
the Pope. Such were the religious conditions of the seventeenth 
century, the echoes of which were reflected in its literature. 
Concurrent with the development of the absolute monarchy in 
France, there also developed a new literature. The literature of the 
personal reign of Louis XIV reflected different sentiments from that 
of the sixteenth century. It took, however, fifty years to prepare 
"le siècle de Louis XIV11, and some consideration must be given to 
the writers of this period of transition. In the sixteenth century, 
the dominant mood in literature was individualistic. The great 
writers no longer adhered to medieval authority and tradition. This 
explains, perhaps, the vast amount of personal literature, some 
examples of which may be seen in lyric poetry and memoirs. In phi¬ 
losophy, the writers usually attempted to solve the problems of 
humanity according to the bias of their own sentiments. A reaction 
against this anarchy was begun by Montaigne and was continued by 
10 
other writers of the first half of the seventeenth century. 
Malherbe assumed the task of perfecting the poetic language, 
and he disciplined it to the classical rules. Jean-Louis de Balzac 
accomplished for prose what Balzac did for poetry, by illustrating 
the secret harmonies of the language. In abstract thought, the new 
tendency toward system was personified in Descartes, who attempted to 
devise a method for solving all of the problems of human intellect. 
This method contributed the order which characterized the classical 
period. In 1635, Richelieu founded 1»Académie Française and granted 
it the power to act as guardian of the French language. The Academy 
aided in curbing the exaggerations of preciosity in literature. 
Richelieu also gave pensions to many of the writers of the time. 
Thus literature was brought under the authority of the state. Pierre 
Corneille was the first of the great classical dramatists and creator 
of the psychological tragedy. With him, the three unities became 
standard in tragedy. The result of these political, economic, social, 
religious, literary, and philosophical changes found expression during 
the personal reign of Louis XIV. 
When Mazarin died in l66l, Louis XIV, who was then twenty-two 
years old declared that he would rule personally. Among the ideas 
of Louis XIV, there was one which was very strongly fixed in his mind, 
and which dominated his life. He was taught as a child that he was 
God's chosen representative, and that as king, he would rule by 
"divine right" and would be responsible only to God for his actions. 
Louis XIV thus disposed of the wealth, and even the lives of his 
subjects at his discretion. He moved his court to Versailles where 
11 
he lived and worked in splendor as "le roi soleil", with all activi¬ 
ties revolving around him. Versailles replaced the salons as the 
center of social life. Louis XIV was the "roi soleil" surrounded by 
fawning courtiers and literary men. 
French literature became the literature of Versailles. The 
king developed an interest in literature and became one of its chief 
benefactors. Many of the great writers of the period were allowed to 
reside at Versailles, and were awarded pensions by the king. Smaller 
pensions were given to other younger writers in order to encourage 
than to cultivate their literary talents. It was essential that all 
writers interested in being elected to l'Académie Française first 
gain the favor of the king. The Academy, in turn, exercised its con¬ 
trol over the language. This was "l'Age d»or" of French literature. 
The qualities of French classicism or, "L'esprit classique", 
were clearness of conception, precision of definition, and logical 
arrangement. But French classicism was more than an expression of 
these qualities. French literature became a generalized image of 
life, and as Nizard points out, "la réalité dont on a retranché les 
traits grossiers et superflus" ... ^ French classical literature 
reflected an unquestioning respect for tradition and authority. The 
subject matter was chosen from the Bible and from the ancient Greek 
•/* .if - ■ “* . - 1 
and Roman classical works. The settings of the works were always 
historical and authentic in nature, and based on general human 
^Paul Nizard, L'Histoire de la Littérature française 
(Paris: Librairie Armand Colin, i860), p. 301. 
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problems. The writers were concerned with eternal and universal truths 
about human nature, and not with an analysis of their own personali¬ 
ties. 
Although many classical tendencies could be easily distinguished 
in the works of some authors prior to 1660, it was about that date 
that the great classical era in French literature began. The salons 
produced such maxim writers as Mme de Scudéry and La Rochefoucauld, 
who were interested in a moral analysis of man. Racine carried tragedy 
to its perfection. In his tragedies, only the characters and the pas¬ 
sions lead the action. There is little exterior action. Molière was 
the most universally admired of all the classical writers, and the 
one who perfected classical comedy. Boileau codified the classical 
taste in his L1Art poétique. Bossuet was the orator par excellence of 
the period. In his Oraisons funèbres, he created seme masterpieces 
in this genre. 
Near the end of the century, certain writers began to announce 
the eighteenth century. The first signs could be seen in La Bruyère, 
who pleaded the cause of the common people. Fenèlon attacked the 
"OJd Regime" with more audacity than anyone else had previously done. 
The ideas expressed in his Télémaque later became dear to les 
philosophes. Saint-Simon also criticized the reign of Louis XIV in 
his Mémoires. This spirit of free examination was continued in the 
eighteenth century by the philosophes; a small, but determined and 
highly capable, group of Frenchmen, who demanded a re-evaluation of 
all existing French customs and institutions in the light of reason 
and recent discoveries in science. Now that we are familiar with the 
13 
conditions under which the authors lived and wrote, we are prepared 
to study their lives. The first in date was La Rochefoucauld. 
CHAPTER II 
THE LIVES OF LA ROCHEFOUCAULD AND LA BRUYÈRE 
In order to understand and appreciate the writings of a 
moralist, it is necessary to be acquainted with the life of the au¬ 
thor, the classes of society in which he moved and which he observed, 
the people whom he knew and with whom he conversed, and the purpose 
he undertook to achieve. Of La Rochefoucauld and La Bruyère, perhaps 
more than of other writers, one can say that their lives profoundly 
influenced their works. 
François, duc de La Rochefoucauld, born in Paris in 1613, was 
a member of one of the oldest of the noble families of France. The 
La Rochefoucaulds possessed large estates in Poitou and in Angoumois, 
the most famous of which was La Rochefoucauld. In 1622, the domain 
of La Rochefoucauld was raised to dukedom. François de la Rochefou¬ 
cauld, the eldest son, was given the title of Prince de Marcillac, 
the title which he held until his father's death. The author spent 
most of his early life at the chateau of Verteuil, near La Roche¬ 
foucauld. He received the education prescribed for a young noble 
destined to the profession of arms. It was hoped that he would one 
day achieve the military glory which was a tradition in his family. 
Bodily exercises were considered more important to his growth than 
1U 
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the study of letters. He studied a little music and mathematics, 
and a great deal of dancing and fencing. He was trained in etiquette 
and in all the other qualities of the "honnête homme" described in 
the preceding chapter. 
At the age of fifteen, La Rochefoucauld was married to Andrée 
de Vivonne, who occupied a remarkably small place in what we know of 
his life and works. She bore him eight children, five boys and three 
girls, and died, probably, in 1670. He apparently had little affection 
for his wife and seemed to have ignored her almost entirely in his 
career of soldier and gallant. A letter of 1663 to Jacques Esprit 
reveals the measure of his affection for his wife: 
Vous allez voir que vous fussiez bien passé de me 
demander des nouvelles de ma femme; car sans cela je 
manquois de_prétextes de vous accabler encore de 
sentences /i.e., maxims, sent for criticism/. Je vous 
dirai donc que ma femme a toujours la fièvre, et que ... 
le reste des malades se porte mieux; mais pour retourner 
à mes moutons ... 
The remainder of the letter, a long one, is almost entirely devoted 
to maxims, until, at the very end, he remarks: "Depuis vous avoir 
'écrit tantôt, la fièvre a pris à ma femme, et elle l*a double 
? 
quatre ... ." 
At the age of sixteen, La Rochefoucauld entered the army and 
served in an Italian campaign. He experienced very little active 
battle; and, though he showed the bravery that was characteristic of 
his class, he revealed very little premise as a potential military 
La Rochefoucauld, Correspondance. Vol. Ill of Oeuvres de 
La Rochefoucauld, ed. D. L. Gilbert and J. Gourdault (it vols; 
Paris: Librairie Hachette, 1883), p. 15U- 
^Ibid. 
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leader. He returned to Paris and to the court in 1630. La Rochefou¬ 
cauld soon became involved in the intrigues against Cardinal 
Richelieu, whose immense power was a constant inspiration to rebellion 
among the younger members of the court. He gained the favor of Anne 
of Austria and the friendship of Mlle de Hautefort, a maid of honour, 
both determined enemies of the great minister. The author later wrote 
in his Mémoires: 
La determination du cardinal de Richelieu me parut injuste, 
et je crus que le parti de la Reine "etoit le seul qu'il fût 
honnête de suivre ... . Elle me traitait avec beaucoup de 
bonté et de marques d'estime et de confiance. J'étois dans 
une grande liason d'amitié avec Mlle de Hautefort. ... Elle 
étoit particulièrement attachée à la Reine, et ennemie du 
Cardinal. ... 
La Rochefoucauld's ardent exithusiasm and political ambitions 
did not conform to Richelieu's policy regarding the nobles. Besides, 
La Rochefoucauld had no education or experience which qualified him 
for any important role in the political life of the time. He had had 
very little contact with people and the court did not afford the best 
specimens of human nature as models. In another statement in his 
Mémoires, he remarks! 
... De moindres raisons auraient suffi pour éblouir un 
homme qui n'avait presque jamais rien, vu, et pour 
l'entraîner dans un chemin si oppose à sa fortune. ... 
Cette conduite m'attira bientôt l'aversion du Roi et du 
Cardinal, et commença une longue suite de disgraces ... ^ 
Such escapades, under the rule of Richelieu, could have but one 
ending. The Queen's intrigues were discovered, and La Rochefoucauld 
1 
Ibid., pp. 20-21. 
2Ibid., pp. 21-22. 
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was sentenced to a few days in the Bastille and banished to his 
estates at Verteuil. 
In 1639, La Rochefoucauld again returned to the army where 
his courage won him the good opinion even of his enemy Richelieu. 
The Cardinal sought reconciliation, but La Rochefoucauld, after 
consultation with Anne of Austria, refused any compromise. This was 
the second time that his sense of loyalty to a friend cost him his 
prospects of advancement. Moreover, he was destined to a double 
disappointment. Having rejected the possibilities of the friendship 
of Richelieu, he undoubtedly expected the favor of the Queen after 
the deaths of Richelieu and Louis XIII. But any hopes he might have 
founded on his former devotion to the Queen were not fulfilled. 
After the death of Richelieu in 16U2 and that of the King in 16U3, 
the Queen placed her affairs in the hands of her minister, the astute 
Mazarin, and La Rochefoucauld went unrewarded. La Rochefoucauld 
speaks with disgust of the Cardinal's method of diplomacy: "On 
commençoit à se lasser de la domination du cardinal, Mazarin: sa 
mauvaise foi, sa foiblesse et ses artifices etoient connus. ... 
Thus, attempts at reconciliation with Mazarin led only to vain offers, 
never meant for fulfillment. La Rochefoucauld, disgusted by the 
Queen's ingratitude, again took part in the campaign in Flanders 
where he was three times wounded. 
It was at this time that an even more disastrous feminine 
influence began to dominate the actions of the nobleman. Mme de 
1Ibid., p. 99. 
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Longueville, to whom La Rochefoucauld refers in his Mémoires as 
l'âme de la Fronde, was plotting open revolt against Mazarin. La 
Rochefoucauld, who had become her lover, assumed the title, self- 
chosen apparently, of "Lieutenant General" of the rebellious faction. 
In the first encounter his reckless bravery put him almost at once 
out of action. The next phase of the revolt arose from the excessive 
demands of Condéj and the sudden reply of the royalist party in the 
arrest of Condé himself, Conti, and the Duc de Longeville. La Roche¬ 
foucauld was to have been arrested, but escaped to Dieppe with Mme de 
Longueville. From there he turned south to lead the revolt in Bordeaux. 
It was undoubtedly a consequence of his "loyalty" that in¬ 
spired La Rochefoucauld, head of a noble family, to ally himself with 
a popular revolt at the time. Certainly, he can be accused of no 
selfish motive. His chateau at Verteuil was demolished and his loss 
in prestige was incalculable. Yet, as long as Mme de Longueville 
relied upon his aid, he seemed quite willing to give it, at great 
cost to himself. Thus he remained involved in the Fronde, from which 
he emerged disillusioned, impoverished, and seriously wounded. 
Toward the end of 1653, La Rochefoucauld received permission 
to retire to his estate at Verteuil. He was forty years of age, 
but he realized that his active military and political life was over. 
He was half blind and his body ached with pain. He stayed at Verteuil 
writing his Mémoires while his clever secretary, Gourville, succeeded 
in recovering some of his fortune. 
When La Rochefoucauld was allowed to return to Paris in 1659, 
he became a frequent visitor of the salon of Madame de Scudéry. It 
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was in her salon that he composed his Portrait. The Portrait was 
published in 1659 as his first published work. La Rochefoucauld made 
peace with Mazarin and with the court during the same year. As a 
result, he received a large pension and was appointed Chevalier de 
1»Ordre in 1661. On his business trips to Paris, La Rochefoucauld 
came under the influence of Madame de Sablé and her salon. 
La Rochefoucauld composed Les Maximes in the salon of Madame 
de Sable^which was renowned for the composition and reading of 
sentences and maximes. "Otez la société de Mme de Sablé", says Victor 
Cousin, "et la passion des sentences et des pensées qui y régnait, 
jamais La Rochefoucauld n'eât songe ni à composer ni à publier son 
livre."1 But the salon did more than suggest the form that the 
writer was to use. Gourdault has well explained the process in a 
note on one of La Rochefoucauld's letters. 
On sait quel était, dans le cenacle de Mme de Sablé, 
le jeu littéraire des Maximes. Le plus souvent on donnait 
un sujet de sentence, une sorte de canevas, sur lequel on 
s'ingéniait a broder d'abord en commun, de manière que La 
Rochefoucauld emportait la maxime_plus ou moins finie, et 
renvoyait ensuite à la marquise /Mme de Sablé7, avec la 
marque de son tour d'esprit, ce qu'il avait, comme il dit, 
"pris" chez elle.2 
The author's letters bear witness to this, to some extent, 
communal authorship. In a letter to M. Esprit, we find: "Je vous 
prie de montrer a Mme de Sable nos dernières sentences. 
Victor Cousin, as quoted by H. Caudwell, Introduction to 
French Classcism (London: Macmillan and Company, Limited, 19U2), 
p. 110. 
2Ibid. 
^Gilbert and Gourdault, oft cit., p. 131. 
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In another letter to Mme de Sable, the author states: 
Voila une maxine que je vous envoie pour joindre aux 
autres. Je vous supplie de me mander votre sentiment des 
dernières que je vous ai envoyées. Vous ne les pouvez 
pas desapprouver toutes, car üy en a beaucoup de vous 
A large proportion of the letters to the same two friends contained 
selections of newly revised maxims, accompanied by some such state¬ 
ments as the one stated above. 
But there is a danger of underestimating the superiority of La 
Rochefoucauld's skill and personality. The habitués of the salon may 
have agreed upon a line of thought, or offered witty suggestions; but, 
perhaps, none other than La Rochefoucauld could have expressed these 
ideas in so few words without loss of clarity and effectiveness. 
La Rochefoucauld could not have found a terrain more suitable 
to the development of his pessimistic ideas. Mme de Sablé was an 
avowed Jansenist, and received in her salon a company of elite com¬ 
posed of Jansenists and those who shared their ideas on human nature. 
It was in the salon of Mme de Sablé that the doctrine of La Rochefou¬ 
cauld acquired its neat formula. Jansenism held for La Rochefoucauld 
the same charm as it did for others of his rank because it was the 
greatest existing consolation for the pride of the great seigneurs, 
after being crushed by Richelieu and Mazarin. 
In spite of the Jansenist influence, La Rochefoucauld was 
indifferent to religion, and was considered an incrédule. He avoided 
any religious affiliation and excluded all religious thought from his 
1 
Ibid., p. 162. 
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work. He chose from each religious or philosophical doctrine only 
that which was suited to his temperament and ideas. Because of his 
personality and temperament, he wa^ therefore, susceptible to the 
influence of habitués of the salon of Mme de Sable. It was in this 
society that he first made the acquaintance of Mme de la Fayette, the 
author of La Princesse de Cleves. 
The intimate and lasting friendship of La Rochefoucauld and Mme 
de la Fayette began in 1665. They came to rely completely on one 
another's society, met daily and relieved one another in the suffering 
that overtook than both. Even when Mme de la Fayette was bed-ridden 
and La Rochefoucauld tortured by gout, they contrived somehow to see 
one another. It was her ambition and achievement to soften the bitter¬ 
ness of many of La Rochefoucauld's maxims. 
In 1672, La Rochefoucauld's mother died, and a few months 
later he received news that his eldest son was seriously wounded and 
two other sons killed in battle. In 1680, he died in the arms of 
Bossuet, leaving Mme de la Fayette to live thirteen years longer. 
We can imagine the extent of her sorrow when we read that his hand¬ 
writing would move her to tears.^- 
La Rochefoucauld's literary works include the Portrait Par 
lui-même, published in 1659, the Mémoires, published in 1662, the 
Maximes, published in 1665, the Reflections diverses, published in 
1731, the Portrait du Cardinal de Retz, published in 175U, and the 
and the Apologie de Prince de Marcillac, published in 1855- 
1Ibid., p. 130. 
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The first writings of La Rochefoucauld were in the nature of 
justification and self-defense. In 16U9, in the Apologie de Prince 
de Macillac, he exposed the wrongs that he had suffered while Mazarin 
was minister. The Mémoires were his account of the Fronde and the 
period immediately preceding it. In l6f>9, La Rochefoucauld wrote a 
Portrait de lui-meme for the collection of portraits collected by Mile 
de Monpensier. It was considered to be the most interesting of the 
self-portraits of the seventeenth century and described, in considera¬ 
ble detail, La Rochefoucauld as he perceived himself. 
What is the precise meaning of the title Maximes, which is 
applied to La Rochefoucauld»s great work? In the seventeenth century, 
a maxime, or sentence, was an established principle or truth, expressed 
in a concise form. It was often a precept, or a rule of conduct. 
Soon after the publication of Les Maximes, it was remarked that La 
Rochefoucauld's work was not composed of maximes in the established 
sense of the term. Instead of generalizations of accepted truths, 
it contained generalizations based on personal observation. While 
many of the Maximes seem to be a play on words, the book as a whole 
is a statement of La Rochefoucauld's lengthy conclusions as regards 
the moral qualities of man. The general tone of the work is one of 
pessimism, to which he had been predisposed, or conditioned, by 
background, character and personal experiences. 
La Rochefoucauld belonged to a nobility which had defended its 
honor and wealth with the sword, in a time when royal authority was 
not yet absolute. La Rochefoucauld was born during a period when 
the aspirations of the nobility were being crushed by the growing 
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power of the monarchy. He lived during the period of the Fronde, 
and played a significant role in its successes and in its ultimate 
failure. The author's experiences in politics undoubtedly contributed 
much to the development of the pessimistic conclusions he reached on 
human nature. Under different circumstances, he probably would have 
reached different conclusions on that subject. Louis Kronenberger 
agrees that 
the part he,/La Rochefoucauld/ played in the Fronde, 
his espousal of Anne of Austria's cause, only for her to 
pass him by when she became Queen Mother — helped to 
shape his attitude. As they first involved him in danger, 
so they presently brought him at length to all lack of 
illusion. 
And Bordeau asserts: 
Les vices qu'il dénonce ont des noms et des figures: 
l'ingratitude, c'est Anne d»Autriche? la duplicité, 
Mazarin; la vanité, le Duc de Beaufort; l'orgueil, 
Condé. ... 2 
Let us not forget either that the ideas of La Rochefoucauld 
were not absolutely personal. Jacques Esprit, his collaborator and 
teacher, had composed a treatise on La Fausseté des Vertus humaines 
ou l'Art de Connaître les Hommes which he dedicated to the Dauphin. 
Mme de Sablé refuted several of La Rochefoucauld's ideas in her 
Pensees sur 1'Amitié, but fundamentally, ha* ideas on human nature 
were in accord with his. In addition, one cannot deny the influence 
of Port-Royal on the theory of La Rochefoucauld. 
1 
La Rochefoucauld, The Maximes of La Rochefoucauld, trans. 
Louis Kronenberger (New York! Ransom House, 1959), p. 23. 
2J. Bourdeau, La Rochefoucauld (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 
1895), p. 120. 
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At the same time that La Rochefoucauld was revising his 
Maximes, Pascal wrote: 
Tous les hommes se haissent naturellement les uns les 
autres. ... Personne ne parle de nous en notre presence 
comme il en parle en notre absence. ... et peu d'amitiés 
subsisteraient si chacun savait ce que chacun dit de lui 
lorsqu'il n'y esj pas, quoiqu'il parle alors sincèrement 
et sans passion. 
But in the final analysis, a sincere philosophy is always the 
expression of a personal sentiment. Les Maximes reflect the character 
of their author. Bourdeau states: 
Cette tristesse des Maximes, qui cherche dans l'homme les 
vilains cBtés, elle est chez La Rochefoucauld; cet air 
mélancolique, chagrin, méprisant, qu'il peint comme lui étant 
naturelle, s'harmonise avec le texte de ce petit livre; 
joignez y l'expression de la douleur physique. 
Taine also makes an interesting statement on the subject: 
Triste par caractère, La Rochefoucauld l'était par 
tournure d'esprit. Sa honte et sa timidité, le répliaient 
et le retournait sur lui. Sa pensée pénétrante perçait et 
retournait en cent façons les sujets auxquels elle se 
prenait. Les gens concentrés sont severes. L'analyse vers 
/iic7 perpétuellement ronger à la racine des sentiments, 
n'amène pas à l'indulgence.-* 
The author confessed in his Portrait that he possessed a 
melancholic disposition. The author's description of himself com¬ 
pares so favorably with other accounts of his personality that it 
deserves quoting, at least in part: 
J'ai quelque chose de chagrin et de fier dans la mine: 
^-Biaise Pascal, Pensées (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 190U), 
p. 56. 
2j. Bourdeau, op. cit., p. 123. 
3 
E. Taine, "La Rochefoucauld," Revue de l'instruction 
publique, DCCCIV (April 19, 1855), p.T^ 
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cela fait croire à la plupart des gens que je suis méprisant, 
quoique je ne le suis point du tout. ... Je suis mélancolique, 
et je le suis â un point que, depuis trois ou quatre ans, à 
peine m'a-t-on vu r£re trois ou quatre fois. ... J'ai de 
l'esprit et je ne fais point difficulté del»avouer, car à quoi 
bon façonner la dessus? ... J'ai toutes les passions assez 
douces et réglées: on ne m'a presque jamais vu en colère, et 
je n'ai jamais eu de haine pour personne. Je ne suis pas 
pourtant incapable de me venger, si l'on m'avoit offensé, et 
qu'il y allât de mon honneur à me ressentir de l'injure qu'on 
m'auroit faites. Au contraire, je suis assuré quelle devoir 
feroit si bien en moi l'office de la haine, que je poursuivrois 
ma vengeance avec encore plus de vigueur qu'un autre ... 
L'ambition ne me travail point.1 
The two essential traits which contributed the most to La 
Rochefoucauld's exceptional susceptibility to pessimism were un¬ 
doubtedly pride and sensibility (peculiar susceptibility to impression, 
pleasurable or painful). Mme de Sevigné informs us of his excessive 
O 
timidity: "Il redoutait rien tant que le ridicule." It is generally 
believed that the author's timidity was a manifestation of his noble 
pride. To be sure, it was this noble pride which gave birth to his 
military and political ambitions. Though La Rochefoucauld declares 
himself without ambition, the events of his life do not support such 
a declaration. It was thus a combination of these forces which con¬ 
tributed to the formation in La Rochefoucauld's mind of what is 
referred to as his philosophy. 
The author of Les Maximes was head of one of the great 
princely houses of France and affords us a typical example of the 
aristocracy of the time. The author of Les Caractères was no less a 
^La Rochefoucauld, Reflexions ou sentences et maximes morales 
("Editions Gamier Frères"; Paris: Gamier Frères, 1961), pp. II-V. 
Mme de Sevigne, as quoted in Morris Bishop, op. cit., p. 265. 
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representative of the bourgeoisie. 
The life of La Bruyère is not so well known to us as that of 
La Rochefoucauld. For a long time, nothing was known of the first 
forty years of his existence, and even now, there are few authorita¬ 
tive documents on that period of his life. The Caractères themselves 
serve as a source of vital information about the author’s life and 
personality. 
Jean de La Bruyère was born in Paris in 16U5- He was the 
eldest of seven children born to Louis de La Bruyère and Elizabeth 
Hamonyn. He was not of noble descent as his name might imply, but 
was from a bourgeoisie family. His father attached the aristocratic 
"de" to the family name, presumably to enhance its status.^- 
The La Bruyères were active in the Sainte-Ligue, a group of 
Catholics led by the Duke of Guise, which was active in the religious 
struggles of the Reformation. The La Bruyère family was wealthy 
during the period of the Ligue, but when Henry IV mounted the throne, 
most of the family fortune was confiscated by the government and the 
family was sent into exile. In l6l£, Mathias, La Bruyère’s great¬ 
grandfather returned to Paris from exile and attempted vainly to re¬ 
store the family fortune, but without much success. Later, La 
Bruyère's grandfather, Guillaume, bought the post of Secretary to the 
Chamber of the King, while his son Louis became Controller-General 
of the H&tel de Ville. However, the wealth of the family was never 
restored and our author lived in poverty during his childhood. 
— - - 
Paul Morillot, La Bruyere (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 
1921), p. 10. 
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Little is known of La Bruyère»s childhood or early education. 
It is believed that he spent most of his childhood in Paris. Did he 
attend the Oratoire? It is possible, for La Bruyère was very skilled 
in several languages, including German, Greek, and Latin, and the 
most prominent school for these languages at the time was the Oratory 
in Paris. In 1665, La Bruyère, at the age of twenty, received a 
degree in civil law from the University of Orle*ans. He returned to 
Paris the same year and accepted a post as a lawyer to the Parliament 
of Paris. There is no known record that he ever pleaded any cases. 
In 1673, La Bruyère abandoned his law practice in Paris and 
purchased the post of Treasurer-General in the Bureau of Finance in 
Caen. This position not only afforded an excellent income, but the 
duties of the office did not compel him to reside in Caen. In 167U, 
he returned to Paris j there he remained until 168U when he accepted 
the post of tutor to the Duke of Bourbon. 
With what did La Bruyère occupy himself during those ten 
years of apparent idleness? As his post occupied him very little, he 
spent most of his time meditating, reading and observing at leisure 
the actions of men. Bonaventure d'Argonne, a contemporary of La 
Bruyère, made the following statement concerning how the author passed 
most of those ten years: "Il /La Bruyèrë7 a été longtemps à étudier, 
sur les bancs du Luxembourg et des Tuileries, la cour et la ville."1 
No doubt this was why La Bruyère abandoned his law practice and also 
why he neglected his duties at the Bureau of Finance in Caen. During 
these ten years, La Bruyère amassed the material which he would later 
Ibid., p. 19. 
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use in his work. In I68I4, the future author brought to an end his 
inconspicuous existence by accepting the post of précepteur to the 
Duke of Bourbon, grandson of the great Condé. 
Why did La Bruyere accept such a post in the Condé household? 
Nothing in his past seemed to predict such a career for him. Every¬ 
thing in his life seemed to disqualify him for such a position: for 
over ten years, La Bruyère had avoided any post which would limit his 
independencej his vocation was hardly that of a teacher; moreover, 
there is no evidence that he had any special liking for children. One 
possible answer to this question is that La Bruyere wanted to continue 
writing. The Condé household represented an important milieu which 
he had not penetrated previously. He may have felt that it was 
necessary for him to study and observe this environment in order to 
give a full and true account of the society of his day. 
La Bruyere was never happy in the Condb household. Condé, 
whom La Bruyere later painted under the name of "Emile", respected 
the knowledge and intelligence of his grandson's tutor, but he was a 
violent and domineering master. Condé*s son, the Duke of Enghien, 
was equally as vicious. Saint Simon gives a vivid description of 
the young duke: 
Jamais tant de talents inutiles, tant de génie sans 
usage ... uniquement propre à etre son bourreau et le fléau 
des autres ... fils dénaturé, cruel père, mari terrible, 
maître detestable, sans amitié, sans amis, incapable d'en avoir, 
jaloux, soupçonneux. ... colère et d'un emportement à se 
porter aux derniers exces. ... tenant tout chez lui dans 
le tremblement. ... 1 
1 
Ibid., p. 30. 
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Even under such conditions, La Bruyere worked diligently to 
fulfill his duties. The author*s job was further complicated by the 
negative attitude of his student. The Duke of Bourbon was not a 
mediocre student, but he cared little for his studies; this, in 
addition to the many distractions of court life, prevented La Bruyere 
from making very much progress with his student. When Condé died in 
1686, La Bruyere*s duties as tutor ended; but he remained in the Condé 
household in a secretarial position, a post which he held until his 
death. 
Another reason for the unhappiness of La Bruyere in the 
Condé household is that his personality was not suited to the elegant 
society which surrounded him. First of all, La Bruyère was not a 
handsome man, and he lacked the sophistication in manners which 
characterized the people around him. There was a strange contra¬ 
diction in the nature of La Bruyere. He was fundamentally a good 
natured individual, but the fear of appearing a pedant often made him 
appear just the opposite. He was tormented by a desire to please, 
and he suffered when he was neglected. According to Morillot: 
Il /~La Bruyère7 eut une ^tme passionèe, enthousiaste, 
ambitieuse et timide à la fois, qui souffrait de n»ëtre pas 
toujours appréciée a sa juste valeur. ... Pendant tout le 
temps qu»il a passe dans la maison de M. le Duc, on s'y 
est toujours moqué de lui.l 
La Bruyère never forgot the many embarrassing moments he 
suffered while residing in the Condé house. These experiences con¬ 
tributed to the development of his conclusions on human nature, which 
he finally decided to publish in 1688 under the title of Les 
_ 
Paul Morillot, op. cit., p. 169. 
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Caractères de Théophraste, traduits du grec. Avec les Caractères 
ou les Moeurs de ce siècle. 
The success of the book was prodigious. The author published 
nine editions of the work during the years from 1688-1696. Each 
edition of the work proved more successful than the preceding one. 
Les Caractères revealed La Bruyere to be a penetrating moralist, a 
satirist endowed with genuine irony, and an original stylist. La 
Bruyere, after so many years in obscurity, finally took his place 
among the great writers of the day. 
La Bruyère's final ambition was to be elected to 1»Académie- 
Française. He first offered his candidacy to the Academy in 1691. 
At that time the quarrel between the Ancients and the Moderns was 
>* 
becoming increasingly bitter in the Academy. La Bruyere clearly 
favored the Ancients in his Caractères, and further embittered the 
Moderns by satirizing some of them in his portraits. After two 
failures, the author was finally elected to the Academy in 1693. 
Once elected, however, the author rarely attended the meetings of the 
group. He spent the remainder of his life in study and meditation. 
La Bruyere died in 1696, at the age of fifty. When one considers 
that the first forty years of his life were spent in semi-obscurity, 
it must be admitted that his career as a writer of the seventeenth 
century was short but well filled. 
If one compares the lives of La Rochefoucauld and La Bruyere, 
some significant contrasts and parallels may be noticed. La Roche¬ 
foucauld was born in Paris but spent most of his childhood 
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on the family estates in La Rochefoucauld. His was one of the oldest 
and weathiest noble families in France. It possessed a tradition of 
gallantry which extended beyond the period of the Hundred Years War. 
La Bruyère, like La Rochefoucauld, was born in Paris, where he spent 
most of his early years. He was from a bourgeois family which was 
impoverished because of its political activities during the Religious 
Wars. La Rochefoucauld's training consisted primarily of the educa¬ 
tion prescribed for the "honnête homme11, that which instilled in him 
the necessary pride, gallantly, and self-interest in order to enhance 
the greatness of his family. La Bruyère*s education was more thorough. 
He was given a classical or liberal arts education, and also earned 
a degree in civil law. By profession, La Rochefoucauld was a soldier, 
La Bruyère a lawyer. Let us also not forget that the personalities 
of these two writers made than susceptible to pessimism. La Roche¬ 
foucauld and La Bruyère were both dominated by pride, sensibility, 
timidity, and ambition. When one considers the personalities of 
these two men and the age in which they lived, it seems reasonable 
to conclude that existence must have been miserable for both of than, 
and this misery is reflected in their works. With these facts in 
mind, we are now prepared to analyze the Maximes of La Rochefoucauld, 
and subsequently, Les Caractères of La Bruyère. 
CHAPTER III 
LES MAXIMES OF LA ROCHEFOUCAULD 
La Rochefoucauld published five editions of his work during 
his lifetime. These five editions were published in 1665, 1666, 1671, 
1675, and 1678. The 1678 edition of the work was composed of five 
hundred and four maximes. La Rochefoucauld included in the early 
editions of his work several maxims which he later rejected. These 
maxims, sixty-four in number, are included in most of the editions 
published after the author's death in the form of three Supplements. 
Some of the first points to be discussed in analyzing the work of any 
author are the goals he sets for himself, the method he employs in 
order to realize his objectives, and the composition of his work. 
As to purpose, La Rochefoucauld states in the "Avis au lecteur11 
of the 1665 edition that his aim is to analyze the heart of man: 
"Voici un portrait du coeur de l'homme que je donne au public sous le 
nom de Reflexions ou Maximes morales.With these words the author 
affirms the idea that his work is more psychological than moral. 
La Rochefoucauld neither states nor implies, in his preface, any 
- ; 
François de La Rochefoucauld, Reflexions ou Sentences 
morales ("Edition Garnier Frères"; Paris! 1961), p. 139. All 
references to Les Maximes of La Rochefoucauld, unless otherwise 
indicated, are taken from this work. 
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pretentions of attempting to correct the vices of man. 
Although Les Maximes are not grouped in any logical sequential 
order, they are organized around one central idea, which sets forth 
a consistent view on the nature of man. The moral doctrine of La 
Rochefoucauld presupposes the natural selfishness and wickedness of 
man, and therein it is in accord with the ideas of Port-Royal. Like 
the Jansenists, the author sees amour-propre, or self-interest, as 
the mainspring of nearly all human actions, even those actions which 
seem to be inspired by some disinterested virtue. The author himself 
informs us of his method: 
Je me contenterai de vous avertir de deux choses: l'une^ 
que par le mot d'intérêt, on n'entend pas toujours un intérêt 
de bien, mais le plus souvent un intérêt d'honneur ou de la 
gloirej l'autre, qui est la principe et comme le fondement 
de toutes ces réflexions, est que ;oelui qui les a faites n'a 
considéré les hommes que dans cet état déplorable de la nature 
corrompue par le péché^ et qu»ainsi la manière dont il parle 
de ce nombre infini de défauts qui se rencontrent dans leurs 
vertus apparentes ne regarde point ceux que Dieu en préserve, 
par une grace particulière.^ 
The first moral reflection is sufficient to give the keynote 
of the whole work: 
Ce que nous prenons pour les vertus n'est souvent qu'un 
assemblage de diverses interets que la fortune ou notre 
industrie savent arranger, et ce n'est pas toujours par 
valeur et par chasteté que les hommes sont vaillants et que 
les femmes sont chastes.2 
The author's theme of amour-propre; provides the basis and the unity 






cerning analysis of Les Maximes should include considerations based 
primarily on the author's concept of amour-propre. 
Critics are far from being in accord on the nature of the 
philosophy of La Rochefoucauld. For some he is a pessimist, while 
others classify him as a misanthrope. Certain critics discover in 
him a philanthropist whom society has disillusioned. Emile Faguet 
sees in Les Maximes 
un pessimisme de grand seigneur, beaucoup plus dédaigneux 
qu'amer: ... c'est le pessimisme très tranquil et très peu 
ambitieux d'un homme qui trouve mauvais les hommes et qui 
juge intéréssant de le leur dire, de loin, dans tout le 
détail. ... Il croit que la vertu pure existe, mais qu'elle 
est infiniment rare. ... En fait de vertu, il n'est un 
incrédule, c'est un raffiné qui, à force de ne la vouloir 
*r voir que là ou elle est pure, est tout près de ne la voir 
jamais.1 
In his Propos littéraires, Faguet even attributes some opti¬ 
mistic sentiments to La Rochefoucauld's moral doctrine. He asserts: 
"Il ne croit pas à la méchanceté.According to R. G. D'Hauterive, 
Felix Hemon is convinced that the author of Les Maximes believes 
in the natural goodness of man, and that the source of his apparent 
misanthropy is his concern for humanity.^ In this study, the author 
will endeavor to prove that La Rochefoucauld does not believe in the 
natural goodness of man, and that he is primarily a pessimist. 
1 
Emile Faguet, Etudes littéraires: Dix-septième Siècle 
(Paris: Boivin & Cie /n.d^/), pp. 207-208. 
2 
Qnile Faguet, Propos littéraires (Paris: Boivin & Cie, 
1889), p. 38. 
3 
^R. G. D'Hauterive, Le Pessimisme de La Rochefoucauld 
(Paris: Libraire Armand Colin, 191U), p. 3. 
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La Rochefoucauld>s concept of morality includes three basic 
assumptions, all of which were subjects of much discussion among his 
contemporaries. First, he advances the view that the passions or 
involuntary emotions are predominant over reason and intelligence. 
Second, he supports the belief that amour-propre, or self-interest, 
is the primary principle which governs the passions. His third 
assumption is that fate, or chance, is a determining factor in the 
production of human character and actions. As we shall see, La Roche¬ 
foucauld was not the first, or the only, writer of his time who was 
preoccupied with the role of temperament, fortune and amour-propre 
in human life. There are certain aspects of his concept of each of 
these terms, however, that distinguish him from all of his contem¬ 
poraries. We will consider first the author’s views on the role of 
temperament in the life of an individual. 
La Rochefoucauld’s concept of the influence of temperament on 
human nature and actions is centered around his apparent belief that 
the passions, or involuntary emotions, are predominant over reason 
and intelligence. Like Pascal, the author questions man's ability to 
govern his actions in accordance to the dictates of reason. The 
early maximes represent in various ways the multiplicity and force of 
the passions which beset man: "Les passions sont les seuls orateurs 
qui persuadent toujouia-ir"^ In another maxime, the author points out 
that the passions are so unjust and selfish that it is dangerous to 
Maxime 8. 
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follow their dictates even when they seem most reasonable.In 
still another Maxime, he asserts that 
A / / 
Il y a dans le coeur humain une generation perpétuelle 
de passions; en sorte que la ruine de l'une est presque 
toujours l'establissement d'une autre.2 
Disbelief in voluntarism could hardly be more clearly stated. If this 
line of reasoning is followed to its logical conclusion, then, man is 
not capable of performing any actions which may be referred to as 
good or bad. Thus, according to this point of view, it would seem 
that virtue or vice have no real value. However, Braunschvig reminds 
us that in La Rochefoucauld's thought exists the idea that virtue is 
not natural to man and therefore it requires great effort to practice 
it.^ La Rochefoucauld himself states that "nul ne mérité d'etre loue 
/ * ’ * ii 
de sa bonté, s'il n'a pas la force d'etre méchant...i.'"**The author un¬ 
doubtedly has a precieuse concept of morality. Let us not forget 
that La Rochefoucauld wrote his Maximes in the environment of the 
salons, where the concept of "l'honnete homme" was very popular. 
In his final remarks on La Rochefoucauld, Braunschvig asks that we 
P 
not regard the author of Les Maximes as an incrédule, who doubts the 
existence of virtue, "mais comme un grand seigneur subtil et dedaig- 
% 6 




^Braunschvig, op. cit., p. 1*38. 
^Maxime 237. 
"'Supra, p. 5. 
^Braunschvig, op. cit., p. 1*39. 
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What is the origin of these passions that beset man*s nature? La 
Rochefoucauld implies that the passions originate in the physical 
composition of the human body. This idea is in accord with the 
belief advanced by the exponents of epicurianism. 
In his attempt to point out the possible influence that the 
epicurian doctrine exerted on La Rochefoucauld*s thinking, 
Sivasriyananda analyzes the epicurian concept of temperament: 
D*après les épicurians, l'âme est matérielle. Elle est 
composée d'éléments très subtils. ... Lucrèce y distingue 
un léger soufle (aura), la chaleur (calor), l'air (aer). ... 
un quatrième le plus tenu, composé des atomes les plus 
petits, et les plus lissés. C'est le quatrième élément qui 
communique le movement et la sensibilité a‘ l'aura, au calor 
a' l'aer, puis au sang et aux muscles. Le caractère d'un 
individu est déterminé par l'élément qui domine. 
Several maximes support this point of view. La Rochefoucauld also 
insists that "toutes les passions ne sont autre chose que les degrés 
2 
de la chaleur et de la froideur du sang." In another maxime, he 
asserts that 
les humeurs du corps ont un cours ordinaire et réglé 
qui meut et tourne doucement et imperceptiblement notre 
volonté ... sans que nous le puissions connaître.-^ 
But there is an essential difference between La Rochefoucauld's 
theory on the origin of the passions and that proposed by the 
epicurians. The epicurians contend that the human body is composed 
of atoms whose velocity and direction are subject to alteration. 
■%. Sivasriyananda, L'Epicurisme de La Rochefoucauld 
(Paris: Librairie L. Rodstein, 1939), PP* U9-50. 
^Maxime 2, Premier Supplement. 
^Maxime 297. 
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They conclude, therefore, that it is possible to alter the influence 
of a particular passion by changing the velocity, or the direction, 
of the atom in question. The author of Les Maximes makes no such 
concessions in his considerations on the subject. 
On the basis of La Rochefoucauld's analysis, human conduct 
is unpredictable and often not in accord with accepted moral standards, bit 
nat always deliberately so, since the determining factors are more 
often the passions and their momentary self-interest. The constantly 
changing passions not only prevent man from acting in accordance 
with the dictates of reason, but they also tend to prevent him from 
acquiring a knowledge of himself, which is essential to independent 
action. That which is generally called the will is considered to 
be only one passion succeeding another as the dominant mainspring 
of our actions. This conclusion is of capital importance. It 
serves to mark the originality of La Rochefoucauld among the thinkers 
of the seventeenth century. Montaigne often states his conviction 
that virtue and wisdom are hereditary. M. F. Strowski confirms this 
assertion with his statement that Montaigne 
sous-entend à. travers tout son livre que chaque homme 
a une forme sienne, qui résiste à l'éducation, aux circon¬ 
stances à tous efforts. ... Il attribue un pouvoir plus 
grand encore à la naissance, aux conditions et au humeur.^ 
Martin Cureau de La Chambre, the king's personal physician, and 
charter member of l'Academie-Française, wrote in his Caractères 
des passions: 
^M. F. Strowski, La Sagesse française (Paris: Librairie 
Armand Colin, 1939), p. 89» 
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Les autres /Haines~7 viennent des choses qui sont con¬ 
traires à nos inclinations. Ainsi chaque tempérament a ses 
inclinations propres; il hait ce qui est contraire. Ainsi, 
quoique tous les vices soient odieux parce qu'ils sont 
contraires à la raison, c'est à dire, à la nature de 
l'homme. ...1 
It is undeniable that Cur eau de La Chambre is very much in agreement 
with La Rochefoucauld's contention that temperament influences 
human nature far more than most of us realize. But, in contrast to 
La Rochefoucauld, he does not attempt to explain all actions in terms 
of temperament: 
Il y a des hommes qui sont naturellement enclins a 
l'amour, à la colère, à la justice, et d'autres qui acquirent 
l'inclination des vertus à des vices, à des passions où ils 
n'étoient point naturellement enclins.2 
Descartes also discusses at length the role of the passions 
in the life of man. According to his theory, the passions are 
des perceptions ou des sentiments ou des emotions de 
l'âme qu'on rapport /siç7 particulièrement à elle et qui 
sont causées, entretiens_et fortifiées, par quelques 
mouvements des esprits /animaux/. 3 
Thus, Descartes, while being primarily a spiritualist, also sees the 
passions as mechanical movements of the body. Malebranche, perhaps 
his most brilliant disciple, gives essentially the same definition 
of the passions. La Rochefoucauld agrees with both Descartes and 
Malebranche that the same impression caused by the same object on a 
gland produces different passions in different people. But Descartes 
■^Martin Cureau.de La Chambre, as quoted by Sivasriyananda, 
op. cit., p. 65. 
^Ibid. 
•^Rene"Descartes, "Discours de la méthode," Harper's French 
Anthology ed. Edward H. Sirich and Francis B. Barton (New Yorkj 
Harper and Brothers, Publishers, 1935), P* U8. 
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and Malebranche retain their faith in the human will by insisting that 
the soul can change the course of the passions. ■*" 
Thus, La Rochefoucauld, by questioning man's ability to direct 
his actions in accordance to the dictates of reason, is in disagree¬ 
ment with the epicurians who believe in the human will. He differs 
equally from his contemporaries who retain their faith in the human 
will. This aspect of La Rochefoucauld's work is indicative of his 
originality. 
The theory of chance also forms an important part of Les 
Maximes. It is also an important component of the doctrine of 
epicurianism. The epicurians base their theory on two affirmations: 
contingence in the world, and liberty in man. That is to say, they 
insist that man has the power to control his inner (personal) actions 
while the forces of the universe are uncontrollable.2 In agreement 
with the latter of these two affirmations, La Rochefoucauld states 
that "quelques grandes avantage que la nature donne, ce n' est pas 
elle seule, mais la fortune avec elle, qui fait les héros.Thus 
the happiness and sorrow of man would depend just as much upon pure 
chance as upon his premeditated actions: "La fortune tourne a 
l'avantage ceux qu'elle favorise.The author concludes with: 
"Enfin, la fortune et l'humeur gouvernement le monde. 






One must not conclude, however, that La Rochefoucauld did 
not believe in personal merit. Although he obviously considers 
chance as a powerful force in the determination of one's destiny, 
there is little doubt that he believed himself to possess great 
personal merit. The author believed that fate had been unfavorable 
to him. In his comments on the relationship which exists between 
fortune and personal merit, La Rochefoucauld asserts that "la nature 
fait le mérite et la fortune le met en oeuvre."^ In other words, the 
author appears convinced that one must possess both personal merit 
and the favor of fortune if he expects to achieve greatness in the 
world: "Il y a du mérite sans élévation, mais il n'y a point 
A 
d'élévation sans quelque mérite."^ 
La Rochefoucauld, like Bossuet, Fénelon and Pascal, believes 
that amour-propre is the guiding principle of the passions, and that 
the passions are the mainspring of almost all human actions. In a 
long passage defining amour-propre, the author asserts that it is 
■3 
"1'amour de soi et toutes choses pour soi."-' It is further described 
as being insatiable, indestructible and infinite: 
Il rend les hommes idolâtres d'eux-mêmes et les rendroit 
les tyrans des autres si la fortune leur en donnoit les moyens: 
il ne se repose jamais hors de soi et ne s'arrête dans les 
sujets étrangers que comme les abeilles sur les fleurs, pour 
en tirer ce qui lui est propre. Rien est si impétueux que 




^Maxime 1, Premier Supplément. 
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habile que ses conduites: ses souplesses ne se peuvent 
représenter, ses transformations passent celles des 
métamorphoses et ses raffinements ceux de la chimie. ... 
The concept of amour-propre found in Les Maximes is extremely 
pessimistic in nature. When one reflects on the general pessimistic 
and fatalistic character of the Jansenist doctrine of the seventeenth 
century, one is likely to wonder if the ideas of La Rochefoucauld 
were not religiously inspired. In this collection of Maximes which 
explores almost every facet of the human soul and brings to light 
even the most hidden secrets behind human actions, there is not the 
slightest place given to religion. Except for odd references to 
the "dévots," human conduct is praised and condemned in purely human 
terms. Sin is never mentioned, and neither are those sentiments 
which are of a Christian nature; like self-sacrifice, brotherly love, 
and so on. It must be admitted that such virtues were rare in the 
society which the author was endeavoring to depict. Thus there 
exists in La Rochefoucauld*s treatment of amour-propre a quality 
which serves to distinguish it from those of the other writers of 
his day. La Rochefoucauld makes no apparent effort to give his 
doctrine of amour-propre a religious connotation; his theory of 
amour-propre does not oppose itself to the love of God. According 
to Sivasriyananda, this treatment of 1* amour propre by La Rochefou¬ 
cauld is one of the most original features of the work: 
En premier lieu, cette originalité consiste dans l'in¬ 




foucauld pousse son analyse jusqu’à la dernière conséquente. ... 
Or, dire que 1'amour-propre constitue le mobile unique des 
actions n'est pas dire grande chose, puisque tout le monde le 
sait, mais dire cela sans ajouter aucun corretif, sans faire 
aucune concession aux vertus theologiques, la foi l’esplrence, 
la charit'e, c’est hasarder une opinion très hardie, et originale." 
Thus, the author includes in his doctrine, only those aspects of 
Jansenism which were suited to his experience and temperament. 
The Jansenists were not the only group which had an interest 
in amour-propre. The Epicurians supported the view that amour-propre 
was the only true basis of morality. It is generally agreed that 
La Rochefoucauld’s theory of amour-propre has much in common with 
that advanced by the exponents of Epicurianism. For Epicurus, the 
legitimate end of life is pleasure: 
Il faut bien que la vie soit pour tous les êtres le 
plaisir; car à peine sont-ils nés que déjà par nature et 
indépendamment de la raison, ils se plaisent dans la 
jouissance, ils se révoltent contre la peine.2 
In another statement, Epicurus asserts that the desire for pleasure 
causes one to perform creditable actions and avoid the immoral ones: 
’’Sans plaisir, les vertus ne seraient plus ni louables, ni désira- 
bles."^ Thus, according to his theory, virtue is a means to happi¬ 
ness, and not an end in itself. This pagan and utilitarian theory 
was evidently suited to the temperament of La Rochefoucauld. Ac¬ 
cording to Savasriyananda, there is, however, only one known evidence 
^avasriyananda, op. cit., p. llf>. 
2 
Saint Epicurus, as quoted by L. Guyau, La Morale d’Epicure 
et ses rapportes avec les doctrines contemporaines- (Paris: 
Librairie Hachette, 1927), p. 2L. 
3Ibid., p. 26. 
which supports the idea that La Rochefoucauld was definitely in¬ 
fluenced by Eÿdcurianism. This evidence is in the form of a long 
letter written by La Rochefoucauld to his friend, the Chevalier de 
Mere, in which he states: 
Tout le monde veut être heureux, c'est le but o\i 
tendent toutes les actions de la vie; ... les faux honnêtes 
gens aussi bien que les faux dévots ne cherchent que 
^apparence, et je crois que dans la morale, Sénèque était 
un hypocrite et Epicure était un saint. Je ne vois rien de 
si beau que la noblesse du coeur et la hauteur de l'esprit: 
c'est de là precede la parfaite honnêteté^que je mets 
audessus de tout, et qui me semble a'préférer, pour l'heure 
de la vie, à la possession d'un royaume. ...1 
Bordeau asserts that the originality of Les Maximes is found in the 
alliance of the Jansenist doctrine on the corruption of man and a 
moral doctrine which makes the search for happiness the unique 
purpose of life. The author continues: 
La Rochefoucauld, on s'en souvient, s'est mis à la fois 
sous l'invocation de Saint Augustin et de Saint Epicure. 
Il est de l'école de Montaigne qui fait grande part à 1' 
égoisme. ... La Renaissance épicurisme de XVIme siècle 
épanouit naturellement dans le monde des grands seigneurs. 
Ce mélange d'épicurisme et de Jansénisme ... le conduit à 
cette contradiction de signaler comme un vice, sinon un 
péché cet amour-propre qu'il découvre partout. Au contraire 
ses continuateurs, d'accord avec lui sur la manifestation 
universelle de 1'égoisme, s'en félicitent comme d'un 
avantage, comme bien-fait pour la société.2 
Bordeau quotes Sainte-Beuve, writing of La Rochefoucauld's doctrine: 
"Vous avez en idéalogie Hobbes, en morale La Rochefoucauld.»3 This 
^La Rochefoucauld, as quoted by Sivasriyananda, op. cit., 
pp. 123-12U. 
^Bordeau, op. cit., p. 73. 
3Ibid. 
apparent contradiction in La Rochefoucauld«s doctrine, as Bourdeau 
asserts, is found in the author's recognition of amour-propre as the 
unique mainspring of human actions, and his apparent condemnation of 
selfishness; and his belief that pleasure is the proper end of human 
activity. However, this apparent contradiction resolves itself when 
one considers the fact that La Rochefoucauld only condemns the appro¬ 
bation that society gives to false virtue. The author examines the 
supposed virtues in an attempt to show that each is more often a 
vice. 
There is little doubt but that La Rochefoucauld views most 
of the supposed virtues of society as being disguised vices. He 
seems convinced that, if human actions and sentiments were appraised 
justly in terms of motives, one would find, that amour-propre, and 
not virtue, was the mainspring. The author compares the actions of 
men with "des bouts-rimés que chacun fait rapporter à ce qui lui 
plaît.For example, what is temperance? "La sobriété est l'amour 
o 
de la santé, ou l'impuissance de manger beaucoup."^ Perseverance 
is considered worthy of neither praise nor blame, because it is a 
manifestation of a sentiment over which we have no control.^ If we 
resist our passions, states the author, it is due more to their 
weakness than to our strength; "La force et la faiblesse de l'esprit 
sont malnommées, elles ne sont en effet, que la bonne ou la mauvaise 
■^Maxime 382. 
2Maxime 25, Premier Supplément. 
^Maxime 177. 
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disposition des organes du corps.Moderation is, therefore, in 
the author's opinion, only an attitude which "vient du calme que la 
bonne fortune donne à l'humeur.'^ 
According to La Rochefoucauld, love, the sentiment held in 
high esteem by the Precieuses, is not disinterested. During his 
youth, the author was greatly affected by the précieuse concept of 
love. It is known that he held in great esteem the précieuse novel 
/ ✓ 
Astree, which immortalized the precieuse conception of love. The 
author's unselfish and consistent devotion to the Queen, Anne of 
Austria, and to Mme de longeville affords an example of the kind of 
devotion advocated by the Precieuses. According to Astree, love is 
a sentiment which is absolutely disinterested: 
Savez-vous bien ce que c'est qu'aimer? C'est mourir en 
soi revivre en autruy /sic7, c'est ne se point aimer que 
d'autant que l'on est agréable à la chose aimée, et bref, 
c'est une volonté de se transformer s'il se peut entière¬ 
ment en elle.3 
In his description of La Rochefoucauld's devotion to Anne of Austria, 
Bishop asserts: 
To her he paid his hommage, availing himself of his 
rights and his rank. He honored her Spanish piety, her 
queenly virtues. He respected her kind heart. ... He 
adored her gaiety. ... he mostly loved her suffering. .. 
But, during and after the period of the Fronde, La Rochefoucauld 
evidently became disenchanted with this sublime concept of love and 
1-Maxime UU. 
^Maxime 17. 
■'Honore d'Urfe, Astree (Collections littéraires"; Paris: 
Bibliothèque de la Pléaide, 1953), p. 50. 
^Bishop, op. cit., pp. 26-27. 
embraced the belief that love was mostly a manifestation of amour- 
propre: "II n'y a point de passion où 1*amour de soi-même règne si 
puissament que dans l'amour., «i.  " la Rochefoucauld conceives love as a 
very simple and natural desire, all the rest being only a psycholo¬ 
gical illusion: "Le plaisir le plus sensible est celui de l'amour, 
mais il passe bien vite si l'esprit n'est pas de la partie." Since 
the author seems convinced that love is composed mostly of selfish¬ 
ness, it is not surprising that he finds love and hate to be very 
similar in nature. They are pictured, not as being opposed to one 
another, but as being very closely related: "Si l'on juge l'amour 
par la plupart de ses effets, il ressemble plus à la haine, qu'à 
l'amitié."^ Thus, according to this view, true love exists only in 
an ideal sense: "Il y a du veritable amour comme de l'apparition 
des esprits: tout le monde en parle, mais peu de gens en ont vu."^ 
If love is suspect, is friendship the only sentiment in which a 
significant degree of virtue is found. 
If La Rochefoucauld's ideas on love are discouraging, those 
on friendship are all but hopeless. He states that "quelque rare 








The author explains the rarity of true friendship in his definition 
of the term: 
Ce que les hommes ont nommé l’amitié n’est qu’une société, 
qu’un ménagement réciproque d’intérêts, et qu'un échange de 
bons offices; ce n'est enfin qu'une commerce ou l'amour- 
propre se propose quelque chose à gagner.1 
If one accepts this view, then, mutual exchange is not the aim in 
friendship, since a friend is only a projection of oneself. Thus, 
the author's views on friendship, as those on the other sentiments, 
appear to be profoundly pessimistic. Did La Rochefoucauld succeed 
in his attempt to explain the virtues in terms of amour-propre? 
There are instances in Les Maximes where the judgments seem 
too cynically harsh, or in any case, not generally applicable. It is 
generally agreed that human motives are complex in their origin. 
Very often a single action is brought about by a variety of inter¬ 
woven motives, some good, some bad. The good or the bad motives 
may predominate. Thus, a man may assist his neighbor, both because 
it is good policy and also because he genuinely and disinterestedly 
desires to help another. And it is for not recognizing the com¬ 
plexity of human motives that La Rochefoucauld has been attacked, 
even by those critics who have admired him most as a moralist. 
Braunschvig states that: 
Son tort est peut-être de toujours interpréter les 
actions humaines de la manière la plus déplorable, et de 
conclure de la légimité possible d’un certain nombre de 
cas à son universelle nécessité.^ 
^Maxime 83. 
^Braunschvig, op. cit., p. 1+39. 
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The author fails to distinguish sufficiently the diverse forms that 
egoism takes. La Rochefoucauld contends that "nous ne pouvons 
aimer rien que par rapport à nous. ..."^ Although it may be true 
that no one acts except to satisfy his own nature, there are always 
differences in opinion concerning the kinds of thing which satisfy 
human nature. A person who performs an action for the unique purpose 
of making another individual happy, and at the same time finds satis¬ 
faction for himself, cannot logically be called a selfish person. 
¥. T. Stace asserts: 
The disinterested unselfish person is he who finds 
happiness for himself in the mere fact of making others 
happy, and whose actions are influenced by that motive. 
It would be absurd to demand that he himself should take 
no pleasure and find no satisfaction in his own altruism. 
La Rochefoucauld also commits the error of confusing the unforeseen 
consequences of an action with the purpose one holds while accom¬ 
plishing it. If one is rewarded for a good action, can we always 
say that he had anticipated the profit that he was going to receive? 
La Rochefoucauld writes: 
Il semble que l'amour-propre soit dupé de la bonté 
et qu'il s'oublie lui-mâne lorsque nous travaillons pour 
l'avantage des autres. Cependant, c'est prendre le chemin 
le plus assuré pour arriver à ses fins; c'est prêter à 
usure, sous prétexte de donner: c'est enfin s'acquérir 
tout le monde par un moyen» subtil et délicat.-' 
The thought of La Rochefoucauld is not, however, completely negative. 
There are certain positive aspects of his views on morality which 
•^Maxime 8l. 
O 
W. T. Stace, The Concept of Morals (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1937), p. 223. 
^Maxime 23U. 
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deserve consideration. La Rochefoucauld»s concept of virtue is 
probably not as pessimistic as it may at first appear. In order to 
fully appreciate whatever positive influence that the author has 
exercised on French letters, one must keep constantly in mind the 
author» s contempt for falsehood. If he is angry and sardonic, it is 
perhaps because he sees or thinks he sees falsehood everywhere being 
masqueraded as virtue. According to Gosse, 
He /La Rochefoucauld/ was convinced of the existence of 
virtue, but he thought that "amour-propre" in the individual, 
and conventionality in the social order, had made it as rare 
as the dodo. He wished by his stinging exposure of the arts 
of lying, to save virtue before it was absolutely extinct.^ 
The author»s aim in edification is, according to Gosse, to teach man¬ 
kind to recognize the falseness of its apparent virtues and to 
encourage men to practice virtue. La Rochefoucauld, while question¬ 
ing the reality of almost all the individual virtues, stopped short 
of denying the existence of virtue itself. It is important to note, 
first, that the author often softens the rigor of his doctrine by 
the use of certain restrictive terms. Such terms as "souvent", 
"d»ordinaire", and "chez la plupart des hommes", are used especially 
in the author's comments on love and friendship. For example, note 
the following statement on religion: "La plupart des dévots 
dégoûtent de la dévotion."2 Such statements support the belief 
that La Rochefoucauld himself accepted the idea that his doctrine 
on amour-propre was not universally applicable. One can observe, 
1Edmund Gosse, Three French Moralists (London: Heineman, 
1918), p. 1*2. 
^Maxime 1*27, (Italics mine.) 
also, that there were certain sentiments that the author apparently 
did not dare connect with egoism. Such sentiments as paternal, 
maternal, filial and fraternal love are not even mentioned. It is 
important to note, also, that the author himself contradicts many of 
his general affirmations, both in Les Maximes and in passages of his 
Portrait. In one statement, he declares himself always ready to 
console the afflicted and to render service to his friends: 
J'aime mes amis, et je les aime d'une façon que je ne 
balançerais pas un moment à sacrifier mes interets aux 
leurs. J'ai de la condescendance pour eux; je souffre 
patiemment leurs mauvaises humeurs. ...1 
Sivasriyananda informs us that "l'attachement, la sincérité et la 
bienveillance de M. La Rochefoucauld envers ses amis ne sauraient 
etre mis en doute."2 In fact, this great detractor of friendship 
even asserts in a maxime that "il est plus honteux de se défier de 
ses amis que d'en être trompé.And of love, the author asserts: 
J'approuve extrêmement les belles passions; elles mar¬ 
quent la grandeur de l'âme: et quoique, dans les inquiétudes 
qu'elles donnent, il y ait quelque chose de contraire é 
la sagesse, elles s'accommodent si bien d'ailleois avec la 
plus austère vertu que je crois qu'on ne les saurait condamner 
avec justice. Moi qui connois tout ce qu'il y a de délicats 
et de fort dans les grands sentiments de l'amour, si jamais 
je viens a aimer, ce sera assurément de cette sorte; mais, 
de la façon dont je suis, je ne crois pas que cette connois- 
sance que j'ai me passe jamais de l'esprit au coeur.** 
Thus, the author admits his belief in love and friendship. We may 
■*-La Rochefoucauld, Maximes ou Réflections morales, op. cit., 
p. v. 
2 
Sivasriyananda, op. cit., p. 152. 
^Maxime 81*. 
**La Rochefoucauld, Maximes ou Réflections morales, op. cit., 
p. vi. 
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conclude, therefore, that while La Rochefoucauld finds amour-propre 
to be the dominant mainspring of human actions, he admits to the 
possibility of virtue. In view of the author's use of certain re¬ 
strictive terms, his deliberate omissions, and positive statements 
relative to certain virtues, one may conclude that the pessimism of 
Les Maximes is not absolute. Let us turn to the few reflections which 
form the basic constructive moral of the work. It cannot be too 
frequently emphasized that La Rochefoucauld obviously holds no ani¬ 
mosity towards those persons who are not virtuous, even if they think 
that they are. But the author apparently detests the hypocrites who 
profess to be virtuous knowing that they are not. That which further 
disturbs the author is the approbation that society gives to what he 
believes to be false virtue. La Rochefoucauld has an ideal, perhaps 
less sublime than that of Pascal, but at least this ideal is con¬ 
sistent wi'th his basic ideas on morality. This ideal is the one of 
the "honnête homme.La Rochefoucauld expects first of the honnête 
homme complete sincerity: "C'est être veritable honnête homme que de 
vouloir toujours exposé à la vue des honnêtes gens."2 The author 
states in another maxime: 
Les faux honnêtes gens sont ceux qui déguisent leurs 
défauts aux autres et à eux-mémes; les vrais honnêtes 
gens sont ceux qui les connoisænt parfaitement; et les 
confessent.3 
The author thus implies that intelligence, even obscured by the 




passions, is an inseparable part of honnêteté. In other words, men 
should have enough introspection to recognize their selfishness and 
enough courage to admit it to themselves and to others. D. H. 
Krailsheimer states that the author would like to see a harmony between 
"private motive" and "public performance."^ A number of maximes inspire 
an extreme distrust of friendship. But the homiète homme, apart from the 
rest of mankind, is a loyal friend. La Rochefoucauld judges him 
” ... plus honteux de se defier de ses amis que d'en "être trompé." 
The author even renders gratitude suspect in several maximes, but he 
wants the honnête homme to experience 
une certaine reconnaissance vive qui ne quitte pas des 
bien faits que nous avons reçus, mais qui fait marne que nos 
amis nous doivent, en leur payant ce que nous leur devons.3 
Far from rejoicing from the misfortune of others and grudging the 
good they receive, the honnete homme is without envy. Discretion and 
indulgence are qualities which best describe him. Excellent manners, 
gests, and choice of words form no less a part of the honnete homme.^ 
Bordeau asserts that it is "l'art de plaire" that La Rochefoucauld 
outlines in the series of short essays "de la Société", "de la 
Conversation", "de l'Air et des manières", "des Faux"Krailsheimer 
labels them as a guide to the most effective preface which accompanied 
^D. H. Krailsheimer, Studies in Self-Interest (New York; The 
Macmillan Company, 19U7), p. 115. 
2Maxime 8U. 
^La Rochefoucauld, Maximes ou Sentences morals, op. cit. 
pp. 183-215. 
^Bordeau, op. cit., p. 256. 
^Krailsheimer, op. cit., p. 118. 
method of presenting oneself to society. Note the following passage 
from "de la Difference< des esprits": 
Il y a une manière de railler, délicate et flatteuse 
qui touche seulement les défauts que les personnes dont 
on parle veulent bien avouer, qui sait déguiser les louanges 
sous une apparence de blâtae, et qui découvre ce qu'ils ont 
d'aimable, en feignant de le vouloir cacher.1 
The ideas found in these essays may be summed up as follows: one 
should always conduct himself in such a manner as not to offend the 
amour-propre of others, and thus, avoid ridiculing than, for "le 
ridicule déshonore plus que le déshonore." Thus, La Rochefoucauld 
ends his discussion on human nature with the advocacy of a moral 
that does not teach men how to expiate their amour-propre, but 
teaches them only how to recognize it, both in themselves and in 
others. 
The dominant impression which Les Maximes leaves upon the 
mind is that La Rochefoucauld had essentially the same conception of 
men as his contemporaries: that men, possessing reason, have with¬ 
in themselves the power to make of themselves much more virtuous 
beings than they are. But though he held this view, La Rochefoucauld 
was perhaps the least optimistic of the classical writers. It 
obviously seemed to him that men were so seldom honest enough with 
themselves to analyze their motives with sincerity, and to adjust 
their conduct according to reason, that they could almost be regarded 
as unreasoning beings. 
1Ibid., p. 189. 
2lbid 
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La Rochefoucauld may be considered as the precursor of 
another great moralist of the seventeenth century: Jean de la 
Bruyère. There is little doubt that La Bruyère profited from La 
Rochefoucauld's knowledge of the human soul. To what extent he 
profited should be obvious after a study of Les Caractères. 
CHAPTER IV 
LES CARACTERES OF LA BRUYERE 
Les Caractères appeared anonymously in 1688, appended to La 
Bruyère's translation of the Caractères of Théophraste. The work 
achieved an immediate success and several publishers even issued 
"keys" to the portraits, identifying them with prominent persons of 
the time. There were eight editions of this work during the author's 
lifetime, and each edition included new material. The definitive 
edition, the ninth, was revised by La Bruyère himself and published 
after his death. It contained nearly three times as many portraits 
and maxims as the first edition. Before beginning the analysis of 
the contents of the work, same consideration will first be given to 
its composition, the objectives of the author and his general method 
of procedure. 
Les Caractères is not a lengthy work. It is composed of 
sixteen chapters, most of which contain both portraits and maximes. 
The author treats successively "des Femmes," "du Coeur," "de la 
Société et de la Conversation," "des Ouvrages de l'esprit," "du 
Mérité personnel," "des Biens de la fortune," "de la Ville," de la 
Cour," "des Grands," "du Souverain ou de la République," "de l'Homme," 
"des Jugements," "de la Mode," "de Quelque Usages," "de la Chaire," 
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and "des Esprits forts.” The maximes of La Bruyere, like those of 
La Rochefoucauld, are not maximes in the established sense of the 
word, but general conclusions on human nature based upon observation 
and experience. The writing of "portraits” had been in fashion in 
Paris for more than seventy years. But the author of Les Caractères 
differs from all his predecessors in the variety of his methods of 
portraiture. Biography (Chysippe), romance (Emile), comedy (Nicandre 
et Blise), dialogue (Philemon, Acis), and apostrophe (Zelie), are 
some of the methods which the author uses, in conjunction with the 
pattern of Théophraste. But, all the portraits have this in common, 
they are the result of close and accurate observation of human actions 
rather than of deep psychological insight. As Lanson states, La 
Bruyere "est un observateur formidable des signes extérieurs des 
passions".^ And whereas, in his portraits, Théophraste always starts 
from some abstract quality, La Bruyere, in many cases, seems to be 
inspired by some individual. After the fashion of the memoir writers 
of the period, his work contains brutally realistic portraits of 
well-known, influential people. One of his most famous portraits is 
that of Fontenelle, one of the most influential men of letters of 
that day. 
As to intention, La Bruyere refers in his Preface to 
Ce portrait que j'ai fait de lui /"le public_7d»après 
^Gustave Lanson, Les Formes fixes de la prose: Portraits et 
Maximes (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 19^0)7 p. 53- 
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la nature, et s'il/Ii publicise connaît quelques-uns des 
défauts que je touche, il peut s'en corriger.1 
It is particularly notable that the author indicates ex¬ 
plicitly that he does not intend to undertake a study of the human 
soul, but instead, his purpose is to give a portrait of man as he 
behaves in society. Léon Verriest makes the following statement as 
regards La Bruyère's purpose: 
La Bruyère atteint son but au moyen de portraits; il 
ne tâche pas d'analyser les ressorts secrets de l'âme; il 
observe les actes de l'homme et peint ce qui traduit 
extérieusement les mouvements de l'âme, ...2 
In another statement in his Preface, La Bruyère clearly indicates 
that his primary purpose is a didactic one: 
On ne doit parler, on ne doit écrire que pour l'instruc¬ 
tion: et s'il arrive que l'on plaise, il ne faut pas néamoins 
s'en repentir, si cela sert à insinuer et à faire recevoir 
les vérités qui doivent instruire.3 
La Bruyère's purpose thus is to instruct, but the author recognizes 
his limitations: 
Ce ne sont point, au reste, des maximes que j'aie 
voulu écrire: elles sont comme des lois dans la morale, 
et j'avoue que je n'ai ni assez d'authorité ni de génie 
pour faire le législateur; ... .** 
While disclaiming any ambitions as a moral legislator, La Bruyère 
is less negative concerning his religious aims. According to tiis 
■^La Bruyère, Oeuvres completes ("Bibliothèque de la Pleiade", 
Paris: Librairie Gallimand, 1951), p. 81. All references to particu¬ 
lar maxims and portraits are from this edition, unless otherwise 
indicated. 
p 
Leon Verriest, L'Evolution de la littérature française 
(New York: Harper & Brothers7 195U), p. 77. 
3La Bruyère, op. cit., p. 81. 
UIbid., p. 8U. 
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the published version of his Discours prononce dans l1Academie- 
Française (1695): 
... de seize chapitres qui /le livres des Caracteres7 
composent il y en a quinze qui, s'attachent à découvrir le 
faux et le ridicule qui se rencontrent dans les objets des 
passions et des attachements humains, ne tendent qu'à 
ruiner tous les obstacles qui éteignent ensuite dans tous 
les hommes la connaissance de Dieu: qu' ainsi ils ne sont 
que des préparations au seizième, et dernier chapitre, ou 
l'athéisme est attaque et peut-être confondu; ou les preuvres 
de Dieu ... sont apportes, où la Providence de Dieu est 
défendue contre l'insulte et les plaintes des libertins. 
La Bruyère's claim that the last chapter of his work ("des Esprits 
forts") is the center of the whole work may have been made in good 
faith, but there is good reason to doubt the truthfulness of the 
statement. For example, it has already been noted that La Bruyère's 
contribution to the early editions of his work was relatively small. 
His statement on the unity and the religious nature of his work was 
made in 1695, which was after he had published eight editions of 
Les Caractères. It is probable that the statement was in response 
to allegations by certain critics that La Bruyère's work did not 
adhere to any rigorous plan. La Rochefoucauld had stated that a 
good method of avoiding unfavorable criticism of a work was to pro¬ 
fess some religious objective. La Bruyère deals at some length with 
religion in his work, but critics agree that his major purpose is 
not to write an apology on religion. According to Daniel Mornet: 
Ne nous arrêtons pas à cet essai de système, trop peu 
probant pour valoir même d'être discuté. Les chapitres 
des Caractères sont une suite de tiroirs, dans lesquels 
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l'auteur a enferme tous les résultats d'une longue et riche 
expérience. Prenons-les pour ce^qu'ils sont: ils ne seraient 
pas aussi vrais s'ils obéissent a un système. 
There is, therefore, very little consistency of thought in Les 
Caractères. The chapter headings themselves do not offer much help. 
For instance, there is very little apparent distinction between "de 
la Mode" and "de Quelques usages", or "de l'Homme" and "de la 
Société." Although within each section some sort of order can be 
discerned, many passages could be transposed and the headings changed. 
But if one cannot recognize, in the Caractères, one fundamental and 
basic principle around which the work is centered, one can recognize 
a certain number of tendencies which form the philosophy of the 
author. According to Mornet, 
Ce qui, dans Les Caractères, nous frappe; et mérite de 
nous frapper tout d'abord, nous, hommes des temps modernes, 
héritiers de la Révolution, c'est la hardiesse avec laquelle 
ce sujet d'une monarchie absolue a jugé et condamné des 
hommes et les abus de la société qui l'entourait. Il a vécu 
au milieu de la noblesse: il a souffert de l'arrogance et 
de l'orgueil fanatique des grands; il a vu que ces dehors 
poles /siç7 cachaient une veritable férocité d'âme et que 
ces graces souventes dissimulaient d'atroces calculs et 
de sombres intrigues. Il a montré cette fastueuse gourverne- 
ment par un sentiment unique, l'intérêt, et adorant bassement 
le souverain pouvoir, dispenseur des faveurs et des biens.^ 
That such a work does not follow a rigorous plan is perhaps a con¬ 
sequence of the scope of the study. La Bruyère attempted a study 
which included the whole society of his day, and did not limit his 
Daniel Mornet, L'Histoire de la littérature française 
classique (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 1920), p. 1L6. 
'Ibid., p. 363. 
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study to a small segment of the population, as did La Rochefoucauld. 
It is not surprising then, that he addressed his work to the whole 
literate population and not to a small part of it. Conversely, La 
Rochefoucauld obviously intended that his work be read only by those 
persons who frequented the salons. 
The ideas of Les Caractères include considerations on a 
multiplicity of subjects. The writer finds it convenient to consider 
successively, La Bruyère's thoughts on man in his individual nature; 
in his personal relationships, especially love and friendship; and 
in his relationship with other persons with whom he comes into con¬ 
tact in society. Consideration will also be given to the author's 
ideas on the religious, political, social conditions of the period. 
One will find that the ideas of La Bruyère on the nature of 
man compare favorably, in many respects, to those of La Rochefoucauld 
on the same subject. Just as his predecessor, La Bruyère sees in 
man mostly ambition, vanity, hypocrisy, and futility. The first 
outstanding trait of the author's philosophy is the preponderance of 
the passions over intelligence and reason. Several passages from the 
chapters "Des Biens de Fortunes" and "Du Coeur" illustrate the ideas 
Les passions tyrannisent l'homme; et l'ambition suspend 
en lui les autres passions, et lui donne pour un temps les 
apparances de toutes les vertus.! 
The author continues: 
Toutes les passions sont menteuses: elles se déguisent 
autant qu'elles le peuvent aux yeux des autres; elles se 
l"Des Bien de fortune," 50. 
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cachent à elles-mêmes. Il n'y a point de vice qui n'ait 
une fausse ressemblance avec quelque vertu, et qu'il ne 
s'en aide.l 
It seems, therefore, that La Bruyere is convinced that man is domi¬ 
nated by his passions. It is particularly notable that, of all the 
passions, La Bruyere believes ambition to be the most potent. Al¬ 
though La Bruyere admits the preponderance of the passions over reason, 
he is convinced that true virtue can exist. In the following passage, 
he explains his idea of true virtue: 
Le motif seul fait le mérite des actions des hommes et 
le désintéressement y met la perfection.2 
La Bruyère thus concludes that man is ruled by his passions and 
tyrannized by self-interest, so that the reality of virtue is exactly 
proportionate to the degree of disinterestedness. In another passage, 
the author asserts that total disinterestedness, or perfect virtue, 
is achieved when one gives his life while aiding a friend: 
Celui-là est bon qui fait du bien aux autres, s'il 
souffre pour le bien qu'il fait, il est très bon; ... 
s'il en meurt sa vertu ne saurait aller plus loin; elle 
est héroique, elle est parfaite.3 
This quotation reveals that La Bruyere considers self-sacrifice as 
the supreme virtue and selfishness the supreme evil. La Bruyere 
seems to accept the theory that man should not be condemned too 
severely for his selfishness since it is, to some extent, inherent 
in his nature. He advises: 
1,,Du Coeur," 72. 
2"Du Mérite personnel," Ul. 
3Ibid., Uli. 
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Ne nous emportons point contre.*' les hommes, en voyant^ 
leur durété, leur ingratitude, leur injustice, leur fierté, 
liamour d'eux-mânes et 1*oubli des autres: ils sont ainsi 
faits, c*est leur nature: c'est de ne pouvoir supporter 
que la pierre tombée, ou que le feu s*élève.^ 
It is obvious that La Bruyère»s conclusions on man's nature are 
somewhat more positive than those of La Rochefoucauld. The author of 
the Caractères finds more good in the nature of man than his prede¬ 
cessor. In one of the passages of the chapter "Du Coeur", he pro¬ 
claims that: 
Il y a de certains grands sentiments de certains 
actions nobles et élevés, que nous devons moins a la 
force de notre esprit qu'à la bonté de notre naturel.2 
It should be obvious from the tone of the above statement that La 
Bruyère's residual faith in human nature is exceptionally greater 
than that of La Rochefoucauld. 
In the sphere of personal relationships, La Bruyère's 
thoughts compare favorably in many respects with those of La Roche¬ 
foucauld. like La Rochefoucauld, La Bruyère sees in love mostly am¬ 
bition: "II n'y a point dans le coeur d'une jeune personne un si 
violent amour auquel l'intérêt n'ajoute quelque chose."^ 
According to La Bruyère, the attitude of women toward love 
assures disaster in any intimate relationship: 
Il y a peu de femmes si parfaites qu'elles empébhent un 
mari de se repentir du moins une fois le jour, d'avoir une 
l"De l'Homme," 1. 
2
"DU Coeur," 79. 
3 
"Des Femmes," 59. 
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femme, ou de trouver heureux celui qui n'en a point.^ 
And in another significant statement, the author asserts that "Les 
femmes sont extremes", and that they are always "meilleures ou pires 
que les hommes.If one accepts the author's opinion, women are 
more often inferior to men. Thus, while the author does not explicitly 
deny the reality of a pure and disinterested love, one cannot but 
conclude that his faith in such a love is exceptionally little. 
It must be remembered, however, that La Bruyère's ideas on 
love are those of a man whose experiences with women were limited 
since he was a lifelong celibate. Besides, it is generally agreed 
that the author possessed a sincere disdain for women. The account 
of his life, and his statements relative to the opposite sex in his 
work, support such a belief. It is known that the author was 
ostracized by women during his entire adult life. The author's un¬ 
becoming physical features, his excessive timidity, and his desire 
for solitude probably contributed greatly to a pattern of mutual 
dislike between him and the women with whom he came into contact. 
It is not surprising, then, that the author's statements on women 
and love are pessimistic. As for friendship, La Bruyere finds true 
friendship even more rare than disinterested love. According to him: 




^"Du Coeur," 6. 
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The author gives several reasons for this rarity, the first 
of which is his contention that friendship is more delicate than love: 
"Quelque delicate que l'on soit en amour, on pardonne plus de fautes 
que dans l'amitié."1 * Second, La Bruyère declares that only people 
of exceptional character can experience true friendship: "Il y a 
un goût dans la parfaite amitié où ne peuvent atteindre ceux qui sont 
nés médiocres.Third, he finds that friendship develops more 
slowly than love: 
L'amour nait brusquement, sans autre reflexion, par 
faiblesse, ou par tempérament: un trait de beauté nous fixe, 
nous détermine. L'amitié au contraire se forme peu à peu, 
avec le temps, par la pratique, par un long commerce. ... 3 
Last, but of no less importance, the author asserts that true friend¬ 
ship cannot exist between two people of opposite sexes: 
L'amitié peut subsister entre des gens de différents 
sexes, exempte même de grossièreté. Une femme cependant 
regards toujours un homme comme un homme; et réciproquement 
un homme regards une forme comme une femme. Cette liaison 
n'est ni passion ni amitié: elle fait une classe à part.^ 
The author's faith in friendship appears more positive, how¬ 
ever, than that of La Rochefoucauld. 
But how can man experience true friendship when he is 
dominated by ambition and fortune? As always, La Bruyère offers a 
positive alternative. Instead of combatting his passions, man 






loved ones and friends. The first philosophy to which La Bruyère 
refers is obviously stoicism, the doctrine which advocates a triumph 
of the will over the passions and the submissiveness of the individual 
to natural law. 
Il y a une philosophie qui nous élève au-dessus de, 
l'ambition et de la fortune: ... qui nous exempt de desirer, 
de demander, de prier, de solliciter, d'importer; et qui 
nous sauve meme 1'emotion et l'excessive joie d'être 
d'exaucés.1 
To this philosophy, the author prefers altruism which proposes that 
human actions be motivated by a desire to benefit others. 
Il y a une autre qui nous soumet et nous assujetit à 
toutes ces choses en faveur de nos proches et de nos amis; 
c'est la meilleure.^ 
La Bruyere doubtlessly sees human relations in terms of common joys 
and sufferings, and is thus more humanitarian in his approach than 
La Rochefoucauld. 
When La Bruyere begins to discuss relationships with people 
who are not necessarily intimates or friends but with whom one cernes 
in contact in society, the matter of social conformity naturally 
comes first. There is a passage which leaves no doubt that the 
author detests unquestionable conformity to established patters of 
conduct: 
"Il faut faire comme les autres": maxime suspecte, qui 
signifie presque toujours; "il faut mal faire," des qu'on 
1' </tend au delà de ces choses purement extérieures, qui n'ont 
^■"Des Jugements," 69. 
2Ibid. 
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point de suite, qui dépendent de l'usage, de la mode ou des 
bienséances. 
It is possible that the maxim to which the author refers is the one 
by La Rochefoucauld in which he advocates adherence to certain pro¬ 
prieties. This caution as regards conformity is explained by what 
La Bruyère has to say about the contemporary cult of honnêteté. He 
finds the honnête homme to be only a modification of the habile homme 
L'honnête homme tient le milieu entre l'habile homme 
et l'homme de bien, quoique dans une distance inégale de 
ces deux extrêmes. La distance qu'il y a de l'honnête 
homme à l'habile homme s'affaiblit de jour à l'autre et 
est sur le point de disparaître. 
L'habile homme est celui qui cache ses passions, qui 
entend ses intérêts, qui y sacrifie beaucoup de choses qui 
a su acquérir du bien ou en conserver. L'honnête homme est 
celui qui ne vole pas sur les grands chemins, et qui ne tue 
personne, dont les vices enfin ne sont pas scandaleux. 
L'homme de bien est celui qui n'est ni un saint ni un 
dévot faux dévo^, et qui s'est borné a' n'avoir que de la 
vertu 2 
La Bruyère has a great deal to say on the matter of religion, 
He not only discusses it in the chapter "des Esprits Forts"; but 
also in "des Femmes," "de la Chaire," and "de la Mode." The author 
is particularly aware of the problem of faux dévots. Conformity in 
religious practices is denounced in just the same manner as social 
conformity. La Bruyere asserts that "un /faux7 dévot est celui qui 
sous un roi athée serait athée." He is equally contemptuous of 
la religion a la mode, or the prevailing practices, especially among 
1Ibid., 10. 
^Ibid., 55- 
^"De la Mode," 21. 
68 
women, of having a directeur de conscience. He discusses the matter 
in several texts of the chapter 'des Femmes': 
Qu'est-ce qu'une femme que l'on dirige? Est-ce qu'une 
femme plus complaisante pour son mari ... plus ardente et 
plus sincère pour ses amis; qui soit moins esclave de son 
humeur, moins attachée à ses intérêts ... ; qui soit plus 
exempt d'amour de soi-méme et éloignement pour les autres; 
qui sont plus libre de tous attachements humaine? 'Non, 
dites vous, ce n'est pas rien de toutes ces choses. J'insiste 
et je vous demande: 'Qu'est-ce donc qu'une femme que l'on ^ 
dirige? Je vous entends, c'est une femme qui a un directeur. 
La Bruyère concludes that "la dévotion vient à quelques uns, et 
surtout aux femmes, comme une passion, ou comme le faible d'un certain, 
A p 
age, ou comme une mode qu'il faut suivre." 
La Bruyère is no less severe in his comments on some of the 
religious services of the period. In one of his typical remarks, he 
states: "Le discours chrétien est devenu un spectable; ... c'est un 
sorte d'amusement entre mille autres, c'est un jeu ou il y a de 1’ 
émulation et des parieurs."^ There were certain aspects of some of 
the religious services that the author deplored, but it is obvious 
from his remarks that he advocated modification of the existing 
practices, and did not favor any new modes of worship. The full 
implication of the quotations concerning religion is seen in his 
description of a religious service in the chapel at Versailles. 
... Ces peuples d'ailleurs ont leur Dieu et leur roi: les 
grands de la nation s'assemblent tous les jours, à une certaine 
heure, dans un temple qu'ils nomment église: il y a au fond 
^"Des Femmes," 36. 
^Ibid., U3. 
^"De la Chaire," 11. 
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de ce temple un autel consacré à leur Dieu, où un prêtre 
célèbre des mystères qu’ils appellent saints, sacrés et 
redoubtablesj les grands forment un vaste cercle au pieds 
de cet autel, et paraissent debout, le dos tourné directe¬ 
ment aux prêtres et aux saints mystères, et les faces élevés 
vers leur roi, que l'on voit à genoux sur une tribune, et à / 
qui ils semblait yoir tout l'esprit et tout le coeur appliques. 
On ne laisse pas de voir dans cet usage une espèce de 
subordination, car ce peuple parait adorer le prince, et le 
prince adorer Dieu. ... 1 
Although La Bruyère was obviously disenchanted with some of the 
religious practices of his time, he remained an orthodox Catholic. 
He became an intimate friend of the great minister Bossuet, in whose 
arms he died. However, the author's views on the social and political 
conditions of the period are somewhat revolutionary. 
There is an interesting and significant aspect of Les 
Caractères, which serves to distinguish it from most of the works of 
the period, and that is, its criticism of the existing political and 
social conditions. It is important to note, however, that La Bruyère 
is primarily a moralist, and not a political and social reformer. 
The author's remarks on the political and social conditions of the 
time were a reflection of the many personal abuses that he experienced 
under the existing political and social orders, and of a sincere in¬ 
dignation for injustice of any nature. One finds, therefore, that 
the author offers no systematic analysis of these conditions, and no 
definitive solutions to their imperfections. 
In general, the author is not exceptionally critical of the 
political order. But this is expected when one considers that, at 
1 
"De la Cour," 7U. 
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that time, all political power was vested in Louis XIV. Any author 
who criticized the king unfavorably was subject to arrest, and 
possibly imprisonment. In fact, no literary work was considered com¬ 
plete, or even secure against attack, unless it contained a favorable 
portrait of the King. Proof of this is revealed in a letter of Mme 
de Scudéry, written December 15, 1701: 
Je me demandais un jour à quelqu’un de raisonable pour¬ 
quoi dans les écrits on louait toujours le Roi. On me 
répondait qu’on avait expressivement ordonné aux imprimeurs 
de n’imprimer aucun livre qui ne contient son éloge et cela 
à cause des sujets.1 
The chapter, "Du Souverain ou de la République", may be considered as 
the results of La Bruyère's observations at Chantilly and Versailles. 
The chapter contains a panegyric of Louis XIV and criticisms of some 
of his policies in regard to domestic and foreign affairs. It is 
important to remember that Louis XVI's relationship with his subjects 
was based on his doctrine of "rule by Divine Right." La Bruyère 
offered certain modifications to this concept of political authority. 
According to the author, the king was not superior to the laws of the 
state. In other words, the king was not only answerable to God for 
his actions, but, also, to his subjects. To the doctrine of "rule 
by Divine Right," the author proposed the idea of a relationship 
between the king and his subjects, involving reciprocal duties: 
Il y a une commerce ou un retour de devoirs du souverain 
à. ses sujets, et ceux-ci au souverain. ... Dire qu'un prince 
^Mme de Sevignéj quoted in Authur Tilley, The Decline of the 
Age of Louis XIV (New York: The Macmillan Company, 19ii7), p. 57. 
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est arbitre de la vie des hommes, c'est dire seulement que 
les hommes par leurs crimes, deviennent naturellement soumis 
aux lois et à la justice dont le roi est le seul depositaire; 
ajouter qu'il est maître absolu de tous les biens de ses 
sujets, sans 'égards, sans compte ni discussion, c'est 
l'opinion d'un favori qui se dédira à l'ironie. 
It is both interesting and significant to observe that, in an apparent 
effort to lessen the severity of his remarks on the king, the author 
often resorts to flattery. For instance, in comparing the king with 
a shepherd, the author acknowledges the privileged position of the 
monarch, and, at the same time, condemns some of his policies: 
... Le troupeau est-il fait pour le berger, ou le berger 
pour le troupeau? Image fidèle des peuples et du prince 
qui les gouverne, s'il est bon prince. 
Another example of the author's subtle attacks on the king may be 
found in his thoughts on the splendor which characterized the court 
of Versailles: 
Le faste et le luxe dans un souverain, c'est le berger 
habillé d'or et de pierreries, la houlette d'or, en ses 
mains; son chien a un collier d'or, il est attaché avec 
une laisse d'or et de soie: que sert tant d'or à son 
troupeau ou contre les loups?-’ 
But the author not only condemns some of the domestic policies of 
the King, he also comments on his foreign policy. In an effort to 
establish France as the most powerful nation in Europe, Louis XIV 
perpetuated a policy of empirialism and unwarranted aggression. 
La Bruyère opposes such a foreign policy: 




... Que sert en effet au bien des peuples et a la douceur 
de leurs jours que le Prince place les bornes de son empire 
au delà des terres de ses ennemis} qu'il fasse de leurs 
souverainetés des princes de son royaume.! 
And in another statement, he attacks the inequity of war: 
... De l'injustice des premiers hommes ... est venue 
la guerre, ainsi que la nécessité oh ils se sont trouves 
de se donner des maitres qui fixassent leurs droits et 
leurs prétentions. Si, content du sien, ou eut pu 
s'abstenir du bien de ses voisines, on avait pour toujours 
la paix et la liberté. ...^ 
It cannot be denied, therefore, that La Bruyère attacks many of the 
policies of Louis XIV. But, in general, the author remains loyal to 
the King. 
The author is more audacious in his criticism of the social 
conditions of the period. First, he denounces a society where personal 
merit is considered secondary to birth and material fortune: 
Combien h'homme admirables, et qui avaient de très 
beaux génies sont morts sans qu'on en ait parle! Combien 
vivent encore dont on ne parle point et dont on ne parlera 
jamais J-’ 
La Bruyère suffered cruelly from the disdain of the great seigneurs 
and the parvenu during his stay in the Condé household, and, in the 
chapter "Des Grands," his judgments of them are severe. But the 
chapter "Des Grands" has a double interest: It is the expression of 
La Bruyère's bitterness arising from his position in the Condé house¬ 
hold; it is also in this chapter that one detects a revolutionary 





in Figaro. For example, La Bruyère states: 
Les grands croient être seuls parfaits, n»admettent 
qu'à peine dans les autres hommes la droiture de l'esprit, 
l'habilêté, la délicatesse, et s»emparent de ces riches 
talents, comme de choses dues à leur naissance. ... 1 
Beaumarchais expresses essentially the same idea in the following 
passage: 
... Parce que vous êtes un grand seigneur, vous vous 
croyez un grand géniel Noblesse, fortune, un rang, des 
places, tout cela vous rend si fieri Qu'avez-vous fait 
pour tant üen$? Vous vous êtes donné la peine de naître 
et rien de plus; Du reste, homme assez ordinaire; tandis 
que moi, morbleut ... ^ 
It is important to note that in both cases the expression of 
revolutionary sentiment was mainly the outcome of personal dissatis¬ 
faction. Both authors evidently felt that in the world, as organized 
in their day, personal merit was less important than hereditary rank. 
If La Bruyère does not say "tandis que moi, morbleu", he certainly 
thinks it. 
La Bruyère was also one of the first French writers of the 
seventeenth century to attack money as a social evil. La Bruyère 
evidently disliked, as much as some of the writers of the eighteenth 
century, the financiers who were rapidly becoming very powerful in 
France. Le Sage's Turcaret could be considered as paralleled to a 
commentary of the chapter "Des Biens de fortune." A reader of the 
chapter "Des Biens de fortune," may be astonished by the author's 
courage, and may consider him as a precursor of the French Revolution. 
l"Des Grands," 19. 
2 
Beaumarchais, Le Mariage de Figaro ("Classique Larousse"; 
Paris: Librairie Larousse, 193U;, H,Act V, scene III, p. 5k. 
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The author gives a vivid and brutally sarcastic description of the 
rich people of the world, and then he adds: 
... De telles gens /les riches/ ne sont ni parents, ni 
amis, ni citoyens, ni chrétiens, ni peut-être des hommes: 
ils ont de l'argent. 
There are many maxims in the chapter "De l'Homme" which are comparable 
to the one quoted above. Such statements may have influenced many 
Frenchmen to think in terms of freedom from the tyranny of the Ancien 
Regime. 
There is another point which distinguished La Bruyère from 
most of his contemporaries; his compassion for the peasants. La 
Bruyère was the first effective moralist who realized what a monstrous 
disparity existed between the living conditions of the wealthy and 
those of the poor. According to Sir Edmund Gosse, one of the most 
important qualities of La Bruyèbe was that he prepared the "popular 
mind" for liberty. The author continues: "The wonderful passage in 
which La Bruyère dwells on the conditions of the peasants of his day 
2 
marks a crisis in the conscience of Europe." The passage to which 
Gosse refers is found in the chapter "De l'Homme": 
L'on voit certains animaux farouches ... répandus 
par la campagne ... en effet ils sont des hommes; ils se 
retirent la nuit dans les tanières où ils vivent de pain 
noir, d'eau et de racine; ils épargnent aux autres hommes 
la peine de sâner; de labourer de receuillir pour vivre; 
et méritent ainsi de ne pas manquer de ce pain qu'ils ont 
semé.’ 
^•"Des Biens de fortune," 58. 
^Gosse, op. cit., p. 83. 
^"De l'Homme," U5- 
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In his final remarks on La Bruyère, Gosse asserts that: 
he /La Bruyere7 is democratic in many ways, in his language; 
where he often borrows words from the "patois'* of the com¬ 
mon people; in his exposure of the errors of the ancien 
régime, its tyranny, its selfishness, its want of humanity 
and imagination; in his hatred of wealth. ... La Bruyère was 
not a reformer, but, as a popular imaginative writer, he took 
a long step in the democratic direction.1 
The moral of La Bruyère serves, perhaps more than that of any 
other, the interest of humanity. It offers to humanity what is per¬ 
haps a more exact image of itself than had heretofore been given: 
and some rules of conduct (though less sublime than those of La 
Rochefoucauld) which have been more useful. M. Paul Morillot, in 
his work, La Bruyère, sums up the philosophy of the author: 
Ainsi La Bruyère, peintre si clairvoyant de nos vices 
et de nos ridicules, pessimiste souvent morose croit 
malgré tout à l'existence du Bien, et à la possibilité 
pour la raison humaine, non seulement de le concevoir 
mais d'y plier la volonté. Il croit à l'obligation morale, 
à la liberté, à la responsibilité, et, si non pas à l'in 
faillibilité des sanctions humains, du mois à celles de la 
conscience, en attendant les compensations de l'autre vie.2 
La Bruyère himself states that: 
Il n'y a pour l'homme qu'un malheur qui est de se 
trouver en faute et d'avoir quelque chose à se reprocher. 
Un honnête homme se paie par ses mains de l'appli¬ 
cation qu'il a à son devoir par le plaisir qu'il sent à 
le faire ... 3 
One looks in vain for such thoughts in Les Maximes of La Rochefou¬ 
cauld. La Bruyère often seems too severe in his judgments on human 
^osse, op. cit., p. 189. 
2Morillot, op. cit., p. 189. 
"Du Mérite personnel," 15. 
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nature, but his purpose for doing so is to emphasize the insidious 
nature of certain vices so that his readers may exert a special ef¬ 
fort to correct than: 
La philosophe consume sa vie à observer les hommes, et 
il use ses esprits à en démeler les vices et le ridicule; 
s'il donne quelque tour a ses pensées, c'est moins par une 
vanité' de l'auteur que pour mettre une vérité qu'il trouve 
dans tout le jour nécessaire pour faire l'impression qui 
doit servir \ son dessein ... Il porte plus haut ses projets 
et agit pour une fin plus relevée: il demande des hommes 
un plus grand et un plus rare succès que les louanges, et 
mêtae que les récompenses, qui est de les rendre meilleurs. 
Gne may conclude that the originality of La Bruyère lies in the 
fairness of his judgment, and especially, in the feasibility of his 
doctrine. 
There are obviously certain similarities between the 
philosophies of La Bruyère and La Rochefoucauld, and also certain 
essential differences in the views of the two authors. These 
similarities and differences will be studied in the following chap¬ 
ter. 
1 
"Des Ouvrages de l'esprit," 3U. 
CHAPTER V 
A COMPARISON OF LES MAXIMES OF LA ROCHEFOUCAULD AND 
LES CARACTERES OF LA BRUYERE 
It is La Rochefoucauld's purpose in the Maximes to support 
his thesis that amour-propre, or selfishness, is the mainspring of 
all human actions. The whole work can be considered as an application 
of this general principle to some particular cases. In an attempt to 
support his thesis, La Rochefoucauld proposes to do a psychological 
study of the human heart. The author points out this fact in his 
Preface.1 Of particular interest is the fact that La Rochefoucauld 
does not mention explicitly any intentions to correct the fallacies 
which he intends to reveal in the nature of man. It is believed by 
many critics that the environment of the salons contributed much to 
La Rochefoucauld's apparent lack of interest in a truly constructive 
moral doctrine. Mornet offers, for example, the following statement 
on the issue: 
Mâne la doctrine de La Rochefoucauld est de celles qui 
devraient plaire dans les salons mondains. ... Pour résoudre 
les problèmes d'amour, il n'était pas nécessaire d'aimer, ni 
d'avoir aimé, il y suffisait d'addresse et d'esnrit. Pour 
écrire des reflexions morales qui fussent piquantes il n' était 
1 
Supra, P. 3. 
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pas nécessaire d'etre préoccupé de morale, il était commode 
de ne pas l'être.1 
The above quotation also supports the idea that La Rochefoucauld's 
Maximes were designed to be read especially by the habitues of the 
salons. It should be apparent that for all the similarities between 
the Maximes and the Caractères, an essential difference is found in 
La Rochefoucauld's primary objective of attacking any ideas of true 
virtue, and his failure to offer explicitly any positive alternative, 
as against La Bruyère* s more general, and much more positive intention 
of correcting human actions and institutions. 
The author of the Caractères, like La Rochefoucauld, attempts 
a study of man. But La Bruyère's study concerns itself primarily 
with an interpretation of human actions and of the institutions of 
society. The author speaks in his Preface of "ce portrait que j'ai 
fait de lui (le public) d'après la nature. ..."^ It is obvious, 
therefore, that in their chosen field of observation, the Caractères 
range much wider in scope than the Maximes. All classes are repre¬ 
sented in the Caractères : from the peasant toiling in the field, to 
Louis XIV sitting on his thrones 
La Bruyère, si l'on neglige la lointaine Ecole du Sage 
d'Urban Chevreau, est bien le premier écrivain classique 
pour qui l'homme extérieur existe. Par sur croit, il est 
également le premier, qui ait porté la critique des moeurs 
au delà des généralités plus ou moins banale, sur les vices 
et des ridicules éternels. Il y a, dans les Caractères, 
non seulement une peinture de l'égoisme, de la vanité, de 
l'orgueil, de la jalousie, etc., mais, encore, une dênonci- 
■'■Daniel Mornet, op. cit., p. 11*8. 
^Supra, p. 5. 
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ation hardie des abuses qui tiennent aux institutions plus 
qu'aux hommes.1 
Thus, while La Rochefoucauld limits his study to an analysis of the 
human heart, La Bruyère seems more interested in the moral implications 
of human actions and institutions. 
While the whole system of La Rochefoucauld is based upon the 
principle of amour-propre, one finds very little coherency in the 
philosophy of the Caractères. La Bruyère considers human nature to 
be far too complex to be analyzed by the application of one principle, 
such as amour-propre, to all of its manifestations. According to 
Castex and Surer: 
tout en empruntant à ses devanciers, La Bruyère aurait 
pu construire un système logiquement lié. Mais il lui manque 
cet esprit de synthèse qui ramène toutes les actions humaines 
à un principe unique} aussi ses observations sur l'homme ne 
sont-elles pas organisées en un corps de doctrine mais éparses 
dans les divers chapitres des Caractères. 
Thus, the absence of a system is obviously indicative of La Bruyere's 
conception of human nature. Compared to La Rochefoucauld, La Bruyère 
appears to have a view, if not more penetrating, at least more ex¬ 
tensive and more accurate of the human heart. Without being less 
clairvoyant, he is more indulgent. It is highly probable that the 
exclusion of a system in the Caractères tends to inspire confidence 
in its teachings: 
Moins riche que Montaigne, moins coherent que La 
^Mornet, op. cit., pp. 361-362. 
P x cPierre-Georges Castex and Paul Surer, XVIIe Siecle: Manuel 
des études littéraires françaises (Paris: Classiques Hachette, 
~Ï9h7), p. 226. 
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Rochefoucauld, moins sublime que Pascal, La Bruyère est peut- 
être d’une lecture plus profitable. Préoccupé de ne pas 
parler et écrire que<&pour l'instruction^, il a accommodé ses 
réflexions aux ^simple peuples^: il a inspire confiance par 
l'absence m&ne de toute vue systématique, par la justess de 
ses conseils délicats, qui ont une grande vertu de persuasion, 
enfin par la noblesse d'un idéal qui reste accessible a tous 
les hommes de bonne volonté.! 
Whereas La Rochefoucauld limits his work mostly to observing and 
describing the human heart, La Bruyère has the expressed purpose of 
correcting the vices which he recognizes in man. La Bruyère tells us: 
2 
"on ne doit parler, on ne doit écrire que pour l'instruction." 
But La Bruyère does not limit his teaching to any particular group 
or class of individuals. 
According to Morillot, 
Il /La Bruyère7n' écrit ni pour les incrédules, comme 
Pascal, ni pour un petit cercle de blasés, comme La Roche¬ 
foucauld, mais pour tout le public intelligent. ../ 
La Bruyère's intentions are more general and much more positive than 
those of La Rochefoucauld. In one compares the two author's concepts 
of morality, some significant contrasts and parallels may be noted. 
The views on morality of La Rochefoucauld and La Bruyère are 
not new in any of their essentials. The primary objective of ethical 
philosophers is not to discover anything which is not already known 
to men in general, but to analyze and to make explicit notions of 
morality which are already in existence. La Bruyère*s adherence 
to this belief may be seen in the following statement from his work: 
-‘-Ibid., p. 228. 
2 
Supra, p. 57. 
■^Morillot, op. cit., p. 188. 
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Tout est dit, et l'on vient trop tard depuis plus de 
sept mille ans qu’ il y a des hommes, et qui pensent. Sur 
ce qui concerne les moeurs, le plus beau et le meilleur 
est enlevé} l’on ne fait que glaner après les anciens et 
les habiles d'entre les modernes.1 
There are two distinct and independent questions which a 
moral philosopher is obliged to answer: the first, "what ought men 
do?" The second, "why ought they do it?" The first question asks 
for a description of what morality is. The second asks what is the 
basis or foundation of morality. Thus, the comparison of La Rochefou¬ 
cauld’s concept of morality with that of La Bruyère will be, in es¬ 
sence, a comparison of their answers to these two questions. 
As regards the first question, the authors appear to be in 
accord with the utilitarian belief that the only actions which are 
morally good are those which increase, or aim to increase, human 
happiness. This proposition indicates that the moral character of 
an action depends in some way upon its consequences. This concept 
has been often denied. There are ethical theories which insist that 
morality is an end in itself, and not the means to some other end, 
such as happiness. But La Rochefoucauld asserts that "tout le monde 
veut être heureux, c’est le but où tendent toutes les actions de la 
vie." The author continues that, in his opinion, happiness is the 
only end of human actions.^ This point is explored in more detail 
in the section dealing with the author’s views on the place of mo¬ 
tives in morality. La Rochefoucauld's concept of the proper ends of 
1,1 Des Ouvrages de l'esprit," 1. 
O 
Supra, p. U*. 
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human actions is very closely related therefore, to the major tenets 
of Epicurianism. In contrast to La Rochefoucauld, La Bruyère's 
description of morality seems more in accord with the doctrine of 
altruism. 
La Bruyère is convinced that "celui-là est bon qui fait du 
bien aux autres, and that "le plaisir le plus délicat est de faire 
celui d'au tri. if one follows this line of reasoning to its logical 
conclusion, then, it would appear that both La Rochefoucauld and La 
Bruyère consider those actions morally good which aim to increase 
human happiness. But this assumption is not precisely expressed. 
According to the view of morality which La Bruyère wishes to relate, 
not every action which tends to increase human happiness is specifi¬ 
cally a moral activity. La Bruyère insists that there is another 
characteristic which an action must possess if it is to be morally 
good: namely, unselfishness, or altruism. If man is unjust, La 
Bruyère is convinced that the psychological basis of the evil lies 
in his "egoism." Expiate man's egoism, the author believes, and his 
injustice will disappear. Thus, the author condemns selfishness as 
the essential evil and lauds self-sacrifice as the supreme virtue.3 
While it may be said that La Bruyere» s account of morality includes 
the traits of "happiness-production" and altruism, La Rochefoucauld's 
whole theory is based primarily on "happiness-production" and what 
•^Supra, p. 60. 
2"De la Société et de la Conversation," 19. 
3supra, p. 60 
83 
may be referred to as "intelligent egoism." 
Webster1 s New Collegiate Dictionary defines egoism as "the 
doctrine that individual self-interest is the valid end of all action 
or the motive of all conscious action." It was upon such an opinion 
that Thomas Hobbes based his famous theory of the political state. 
The exponents of egoism do not deny that there is such a thing as what 
is popularly called "unselfishness". What they do deny is that it is 
ever "disinterested". If the foregoing statements give an accurate 
description of egoism, then, it is obvious that La Rochefoucauld is 
not an exponent of egoism; for sufficient evidence has already been 
presented to support the contention that La Rochefoucauld does not 
deny the existence of a state of mind which may be called "disin¬ 
terested" altruism. It has been noted that La Rochefoucauld often 
restricts the severity of his judgments on human nature in three 
distinct ways. First, he frequently restricts the meaning of a 
statement by the use of such terms as "d'ordinaire," "souvent," 
'.'presque tous," and so on. Second, he abstains from commenting on 
certain sentiments, such as the love of God, paternal and maternal 
love. It is important to note also, that the author recognizes, not 
only by his deliberate omissions, but verbally, some unselfish acts. 
The author's recognition of a pure disinterested love affords an 
example in support of this belief.^ La Rochefoucauld cannot, there¬ 
fore, be considered a pure egoist. Faguet describes the philosophy 
of La Rochefoucauld as that of 
^Supra, p. 51. 
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un homme qui croit que l'égoisme est le sentiment 
dominant dans l'homme, mais que quelques hommes, et quel¬ 
ques fois y échappent; ... seulment, voyez comme il est 
convaincu que le cas est presque insaisissable. L'amour 
pur existe il dit; mais il n» existe qu' à la condition 
qu'il soit perdu au plus profond de nous-mênes, et que 
nous ne nous en rendions compte.1 
The above quotation is perhaps the key to La Rochefoucauld's 
whole theory of the human soul. When he considers the pretended 
virtues of man in society, such as the disdain of material wealth and 
moderation, he denies them, without exception. According to the 
author, these virtues are undeniably based on self-interest. When 
the author arrives at the discussion of the instinctive virtues, such 
as compassion and gratitude, he denies them also, but less emphati¬ 
cally. It is especially in his statements on the instinctive virtues 
of man that the author employs certain restrictive terms as "souvent," 
•d'ordinaire," and "presque tous." There are certain instinctive 
virtues, such as maternal and fraternal love, which seem irreducible 
to self-interest, and which the author fails to mention at all. How¬ 
ever, there are certain other sentiments of the human heart, true love, 
for example, that the author recognizes formally, but he insists that 
they are pure, only if one is unaware of their existence. In his 
summary of La Rochefoucauld's theory on human nature, Faguet states: 
Le bon sentiment ignore de nous-mères est pur; senti 
par nou3, et caressé avec complaisance (par cela seul que 
nous le sentons), il est moins pure; venant au jour, 
subissant la complicité, de notre orgueil mène; mis en 
practique constate, devenu procède ordinaire, mêlé et sali 
1 
Faguet, op. cit., p. 219. 
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de toute la rouille des satisfactions égoistes que nous 
trouvons à en user, il se fond et s*absorbe dans tout ce 
qui l'enveloppe, et perd son nom, comme sa nature.! 
While La Rochefoucauld may not be a pure egoist, it must be admitted 
that his thought has much in common with those doctrines of which 
egoism serves as the major tenet. La Rochefoucauld is quite obviously 
convinced that egoism has become so basic in the nature of man that 
morality, of necessity, must be founded on "intelligent egoism." 
The author supports this view in a passage from his remarks "de la 
Société"s 
Chacun veut trouver son plaisir et ses avantages aux 
dépens des autres. On se preflre toujours à ceux avec qui 
on propose de vivre et on leur fait presque toujours sentir 
cette préférence; c'est ce qui trouble et ce qui détruit la 
société. Il faudrait du moins savoir cacher ce désir de 
préférence, puisqu'il est trop naturel en nous pour nous en 
pouvoir défaire. If faudrait faire son plaisir de celui 
des autres, ménager leur amour-propre, et ne le blesser 
jamais.^ 
The passage quoted above is perhaps the key to the positive 
elements in La Rochefoucauld's moral doctrine. The altruistic man 
benefits his fellows, according to La Rochefoucauld, because he knows 
that in the long run this is the best way to benefit himself. He is 
intelligent enough to realize that by preoccupying himself too much 
with his own interests he will in the end injure himself, for others 
will retaliate, or they will ignore his interests. The author ad¬ 
vances the view that each individual member of a community of men 
who habitually help one another obtains more satisfaction than he 
1Ibid.. p. 220. 
2La Rochefoucauld, Reflections ou Sentences Morales, op. cit., 
pp. 198-199. 
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would if all of them fought against one another. He believes, there¬ 
fore, that intelligence dictates a certain degree of "unselfishness." 
But this unselfishness, in the end, is motivated by self-interest. 
It is for not recognizing the complexity of human motives that La 
Rochefoucauld has been most severely criticized, even by those critics 
who have admired him most as a moralist. In his response to this 
aspect of La Rochefoucauld’s work, Faguet writes: 
Tous les actes humains sont mêlés de mal. Soit, mais il 
y en a qui sont mauvais absolument, en leur fond et en leur 
développement. Il y en a d'autres où le bon sentiment 
initial et le mobile intéressé ont, semblent avoir, ou peuvent 
avoir, égale part. Il y en a enfin qui n'ont d'intéressé 
que la jouissance que l'homme éprouve à être bon, ce qui à 
peine peut s'appeler un mal.l 
Louis Kroneriberger, in the introduction to his English trans¬ 
lation of the Maximes, accuses La Rochefoucauld of being overly ob¬ 
sessed with the principle of amour-propre: 
Self-interest and vanity are, I think, obsessive with 
him; and once La Rochefoucauld had made them the main¬ 
spring of men's conduct, ... he could perhaps never again, 
with quite all the old sharpness, scrutinize the human 
scene. He at times, alas, is the steed and his theory the 
heel-grinding rider.2 
The major fallacy in La Rochefoucauld's theory is found in his use of 
one principle, such as amour-propre, to explain the motives of all 
human actions; then, being forced to admit that his theory was not 
universally applicable. André Gide, in his Journal, asserts: "je 
ne lui reproche pas de dénoncer l'amour-propre, je lui reproche 
^Faguet, op. cit., p. U87. 
2 
Louis Kronenberg, op. cit., p. 28. 
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parfois de s'en tenir là."'*' Castex and Surer conclude that "il est 
assez vain, en effet, de vouloir enclore la mouvanté réalité psycho- 
logique dans le cadre rigide de quelques formules impérieuses." La 
Bruyère does not attempt to explain human actions in terms of a 
single principle. 
La Bruyère insisted that the supreme and of human actions 
should be to advance as much as possible the happiness of others; but 
he has failed to give any account of the basis of moral obligation. 
If the author accepts the view of La Rochefoucauld - that all morality 
is based on "intelligent" self-interest, this problem should present 
no difficulties. In that case, the reason why men should do all they 
can to increase the happiness of others is that they believe that 
this is it, in the end, the best means to secure their own. La Bruyère 
does not accept this view. In his account of the place of motives in 
morality, La Bruyère contends that there exists a conscious state of 
mind which may be called "disinterested" altruism.3 Consequently, 
the problems of the basis of obligation becomes for him acute. La 
Bruyère indicates explicitly that one should strive to advance the 
happiness of others, even though to do so may sometimes be disastrous 
for one's own interest. 
La Bruyère asserts that morality grows out of human nature 
itself, that is to say, that the basis of morality is found in the 
^André Gide, quoted by Castex and Surer, op. cit., p. 89. 
2Ibid. 
3supra, p. 6à. 
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structure of human personality. The author believes, therefore, that 
morality means the proper and natural functioning of human personali¬ 
ty. This is the central idea of La Bruyère» s whole concept of 
morality. What, then, is the special part of human nature which gives 
origin to morality? La Bruyère» s answer to this question is that 
there actually are actions performed by human beings, which are moti¬ 
vated by a desire to benefit other people. These actions, he asserts, 
proceed from benevolent impulses without regard to a possible return 
in kind either directly from the person benefited or indirectly from 
society as a whole. La Bruyère states that "il y a du plaisir, a 
rencontrer le regard de l'homme qu'on vient d'obliger."1 In another 
maxim he asserts that " ... le plaisir le plus délicat est de faire 
celui d'autrui.Castex and Surer contend that La Bruyère himself 
was by nature a charitable person: 
Cet ambitieux aigui, cet intellectuel agressif, 'était 
pourtant un homme de grand coeur. Sincèrement chrétien, 
La Bruyère pratique avant tout l'Evangile. Il a un senti¬ 
ment très haut des devoirs de 1 * honnête homme et met la 
bonté au-dessqs de tous^les dons de l'intelligence. ... 
il est ouvert a l'amitié et goûte une joie profonde a 
faire le bien. ... ^ 
In his remarks on the matter of La Bruyère's sensibility to the 
needs of others, Faguet asserts that La Bruyere's sentiments are 
more profound than his ideas: 
Il avait une sensibilité très inquiété et très suscep- 
^a Bruyère, Quoted in Faguet, op. cit., p. U8. 
"De la Société et de la Conversation," 16. 
^Castex and Surer, op. cit., p. 22k. 
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tible. Comme il arrive souvent chez les pessimistes / La 
Rochefoucauld/, si sa philosophie est amère, son coeur est 
bon. Il a sur la bienfaisance, la pitié, 1»amitié, l'amour, 
des expressions charmantes qui, évidemment, partent du 
coeur. Son article sur les paysans est plein d»une com¬ 
passion profonde, et ici 1*amertume est de la sympathie ... 
Les sentiments tendres du coeur lui ont inspiré des mots 
touchants, et qui sentent la sincérité, l'effusion meme. ... ' 
There seems to be no reason, therefore, why one should question La 
Bruyère*s sincerity in his assertions that men are naturally capable 
of unselfishness. 
We may conclude, therefore, that in general La Bruyère*s 
account of human nature appears more accurate than that of La Roche¬ 
foucauld. It may be concluded also that, in spite of his contention 
that all conscious human actions are motivated primarily by self- 
interest, La Rochefoucauld is in agreement with La Bruyère that dis¬ 
interested acts are possible, and that disinterested motives serve 
as contributing causes of human actions. Consequently, his views on 
human nature are not in complete accord with the doctrines based on 
egoism. Egoists assert that all human motives are "interested” and 
"selfish", and that a disinterested unselfish motive is a psychologi¬ 
cal impossibility. Hence, if it can be shown that, even in a single 
case, such a motive has exerted even the slightest influence on 
human actions, egoism collapses. The only question left than will 
be the question of degree. In what degree are men's motives selfish 
and in what degree disinterestedly unselfish. On this score, La 
Bruyère admits readily that selfishness in the world greatly exceeds 
unselfishness. La Rochefoucauld, on the other hand, finds that 
■^Faguet, op. cit., p. U8. 
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selfishness is not only more abundant than unselfishness, but that it 
has become so basic in human nature that all conscious human actions 
are motivated almost exclusively by selfish aims. 
In order to evaluate justly the relative merits of the two 
writers, we must remember that their aims were different, M. Suard 
reminds us that 
La Rochefoucauld, en démêlant jusque dans les replis les 
plus cachés du coeur humain les ruses de l’intérêt personnel, 
a voulu surtout les mettre en contraste avec les motifs 
imposants sous lesquels elles se déguisent.1 
La Bruyère, with perhaps a less profound, but a more accurate concept 
of human nature, also attempts a study of man, but his aim is to 
explain human morality by describing the actions of men in society. 
It is, therefore, not surprising to find that La Rochefoucauld re¬ 
vealed himself to be a more profound philosopher, and La Bruyère a 
more accurate and imaginative observer of human behavior. Alexander 
Vinet asserts: 
Sous le rapport de la pensée philosophique, il faut le 
dire, nous ne pouvons égaler La Bruyère i La Rochefoucauld. 
Un examen attentif fait reconnaître plus de substance dans 
le fond des pensées de ce dernier. Comme moraliste, La 
Bruyère a plus de justice que de prodondeur, plus de vivacité 
que de force. L’horizon de sa pensée n’est pas vaste. 
One may therefore conclude with Lanson that "La Bruyère est un obser¬ 
vateur formidable des signes extérieurs des passions."^ On the other 
hand, one may accept Prèvost-Paradol's statement that "Il /La Bruyere7 
^M. Suard, (ed.) Les Maximes de La Rochefoucauld: Oeuvres de 
Vauvenarques (Chartres: Imprimerie Félix Laine, 1910)7 P* l5?. 
^Alexander Vinet, Moralistes des seizième et dix-septième 
Siècles (Paris: Chez les Editeurs, 1859), pp* 252-253. 
■^Lanson, op. cit., p. 53. 
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laisse à Pascal, à La Rochefoucauld, à Vauvenargues, oette investi¬ 
gation hardie et cette grande curiosité qui s'attachent au fond mène 
de notre nature."^ It should be quite apparent that for all the simi¬ 
larities which exist between the philosophies of Les Maximes and Les 
Caractères, an essential difference is found in La Rochefoucauld's 
consistent attack on any idea of true virtue, and his failure to 
offer explicitly any positive alternative; as against La Bruyère's 
more general, and much more positive, intentions of correcting the 
vices which he depicts. 
^Prévost-Paradol, Etudes sur les moralistes français (Paris: 
Librairie Hachette, 1865), p. 235. 
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